
Japan remains ambiguous to misguide 
public on Taiwan question: FM spokesperson

Judging from a series of statements, Japan remains ambiguous 
and has deliberately left crucial issues unresolved on the 
Taiwan question in an attempt to mislead the public and fob off 
responsibility, a  foreign ministry spokesperson said yesterday. 

 – Story on p. 7

Man who hit Liverpool parade 
jailed for over 21 years

A driver who in a fit of road rage drove into crowds 
celebrating Liverpool’s Premier League victory was 
yesterday jailed for 21 years and six months for 
causing scenes of “horror and devastation”.   

  –  Story on p. 11

Arctic sees unprecedented heat as 
climate impacts cascade

The Arctic has experienced its hottest year since records 
began, a US science agency announced yesterday, as climate 
change triggers cascading impacts from melting glaciers 
and sea ice to greening landscapes and disruptions to global 
weather.      – Story on p. 12 
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BEIJING – President Xi Jinping 
yesterday afternoon met with 
Macau Special Administrative 
Region (MSAR) Chief Executive 
Sam Hou Fai, who is on a duty visit 
to Beijing.

During the meeting, Xi heard 
a report from Sam on Macau’s 
current situation and the MSAR 
government’s work.

Xi said that the central 
authorities fully recognise the work 
of Sam and the MSAR government.

The fourth plenary session of 
the 20th Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of China (CPC) 
highlighted the need to resolutely 
implement the “One Country, Two 
Systems” policy, under which the 
people of Macau administer Macau 
with a high degree of autonomy, and 
promote the long-term prosperity 
and stability in Macau, Xi noted.

Xi said that the MSAR 
government should actively align 
with the nation’s 15th Five-Year Plan, 
uphold and improve its executive-led 
government, solidly advance efforts 
to appropriately diversify Macau’s 
economic development, and better 
integrate into and contribute to the 
country’s overall development.

Xi also stated that over the past 

year, Sam has led the new MSAR 
government with determination 
and pragmatism. He has steadfastly 
safeguarded national sovereignty, 
security, and development interests, 
successfully held the eighth 

Legislative Assembly election 
in Macau, promoted public 
administrative reform, and actively 
participated in the construction of 
the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao 
Greater Bay Area (GBA), resulting in 

new progress across various sectors. 
Xi pointed out that the Fourth 

Plenary Session of the 20th Central 
Committee of the Communist 
Party of China has established a 
strategic blueprint for the country’s 

economic and social development 
during the 15th Five-Year Plan 
period. It emphasises the need 
to unswervingly implement the 
principles of “One Country, Two 
Systems,” “Macau people governing 
Macau,” and a high degree of 
autonomy, promoting the long-term 
prosperity and stability of Macau. 
The MSAR government should 
actively align with the national 15th 
Five-Year Plan, uphold and improve 
administrative leadership, firmly 
promote appropriate diversification 
of the economy, continuously 
enhance governance effectiveness, 
and better integrate with and serve 
the overall national development 
strategy, Xi said. 

National leaders Li Qiang, 
Cai Qi, Ding Xuexiang, Li Ganjie, 
Chen Wenqing, and Xia Baolong 
were among those who attended the 
meeting.

Sam, who arrived in Beijing 
for his first duty visit on Monday, 
is slated to return to Macau today. 
Sam has been the MSAR’s chief 
executive since December 20 last 
year. On Saturday, the MSAR will 
celebrate the 26th anniversary of its 
return to the motherland. 

– Xinhua, GCS, MPD

Xi hears Sam’s work report during 
duty visit to Beijing  

President Xi Jinping (right) shakes hands yesterday, with Chief Executive of the Macau Special Administrative Region (MSAR) 

Sam Hou Fai, who is on a duty visit to Beijing.                    – Xinhua

Chief Executive Sam Hou Fai met 
with President Xi Jinping in Beijing 
to report on the overall development 
situation in Macau, the work of 
the Special Administrative Region 
government over the past year, and 
the priorities for governance in the 
coming year, the Macau Government 
Information Bureau (GCS) said in a 
statement late last night. 

According to the statement, 
“Sam also attentively listened to 
President Xi’s important remarks 
and instructions. Premier Li Qiang 
and relevant central leaders were 
also present to hear the report.

“He sincerely thanked President 
Xi for the full recognition of the 
Macau Special Administrative 

Region (MSAR) government’s 
work and for providing valuable 
guidance and important instructions. 

“The MSAR government will 
earnestly study, comprehend, 
and resolutely implement these 
directives, integrating President 
Xi’s important instructions into 
next year’s governance agenda, 
and is committed to continually 
advancing the development of 
various undertakings in Macau.

“Sam stated that this year 
marks the beginning of the sixth 
government’s term in the MSAR. 

“The government will unite and 
lead all sectors of society to deeply 
implement the spirit of President 
Xi’s important speech delivered 

during the 25th anniversary of 
Macau’s return to the motherland. 

“It will comprehensively and 
accurately uphold the “One Country, 
Two Systems” policy, firmly 
safeguard national sovereignty, 
security, and development interests, 
and effectively respect and 
maintain the central government’s 
comprehensive governing authority, 
while correctly exercising a high 
degree of autonomy in accordance 
with the law.

“The principle of ‘patriots 
governing Macau’ has been fully 
implemented, resulting in the 
successful establishment of the new 
Legislative Assembly. 

Continued on p.6

Sam sincerely thanks Xi for guidance, recognition 

President Xi Jinping meets with MSAR Chief Executive Sam Hou Fai (left) in 

Beijing yesterday.                       – Xinhua 
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Armindo Neves
The Office of the Secretary for Economy 

and Finance (GSEF) announced in a 
statement yesterday that the ongoing 11th 
Global Tourism Economy Forum (GTEF) in 
Harbin is discussing new quality productive 
forces driving the tourism industry’s 
innovation. 

According to the statement, the three-
day forum, which started on Monday, is 
jointly hosted by the People’s Government 
of Heilongjiang Province and Macau’s 
Global Tourism Economy Research Centre, 
noting that this is the first time that the 
forum is being held outside Macau.

The forum, themed “New Quality 
Productive Forces: Powering the Global 
Tourism Economy”, has brought together 
tourism industry leaders from around 
the world to jointly explore new driving 
forces for the development of the tourism 
economy, the statement said.

Secretary for Economy and Finance 
Anton Tai Kin Ip noted in a speech during 
yesterday’s opening ceremony, which was 
held one day after the forum had begun, 
that holding the forum outside Macau for 
the first time marks a significant milestone 
in its development, demonstrating its “One 
Centre, One Base, One Platform”* policy’s 
expanding influence and the vast potential 
of the national tourism economy. 

Macau will continue to leverage its 
unique advantage of “being backed by the 

motherland and connected to the world” to 
advance its “1+4”** strategy for diversified 
industrial development, Tai said.

Edmund Ho Hau Wah, vice-chairman of 
the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 
Conference (CPPCC) National Committee 
and chairman of the GTEF, said in a speech 
that the global tourism economy is at a critical 
juncture of restructuring its landscape. The 
forum aims to collectively explore pathways 
for high-quality development, Ho stressed.  

Centred on the core of new quality 
productive forces, according to Ho, the 
forum facilitates discussions on how 
technological innovation can reshape the 
industry’s structure, how cultural depth 
can enhance brand value, how investments 
can stimulate market vitality, and how 
cross-border collaboration can open new 
development spaces.

According to the statement, the forum, 
which ends today, is holding discussions 
around four major themes: the ice-and-snow 
economy, industrial innovation, cultural 
empowerment, and brand building. The 
forum included yesterday a special session 
for Macau tourism promotion, chaired 
by Macau Government Tourism Office 
(MGTO) Director Maria Helena de Senna 
Fernandes. The session showcased Macau’s 
achievements in cross-sector integration 
under its “tourism+”*** initiative, aiming 
to enhance the international image of 
Macau as a World Centre of Tourism and 

Leisure, the statement said.
The statement said that the forum 

yesterday also included a sub-venue at the 
Grand Lisboa Palace in Cotai, adding that 
live streaming enabling interaction between 
the two locations aimed to deepen regional 
cooperation. 

* The Macau government’s “One 
Centre, One Platform, One Base” concept 
refers to Macau aiming to develop itself into 
a World Centre of Tourism and Leisure, a 
commercial and trade cooperation service 
platform between China and Portuguese-
speaking countries, and an exchange and 
cooperation base with Chinese culture as 
its mainstream and co-existence of different 
cultures. – MPD 

** Appropriately diversified 
development refers to the framework of the 
government’s “1+4” appropriate economic 
diversification model, which aims to 
consolidate and diversify the development of 
the city’s tourism and leisure industry while 
putting special emphasis on promoting the 
development of four diversified industries, 
namely 1) big health, 2) modern finance, 3) 
high-tech, and 4) MICE as well as culture 
and sports. – MPD 

*** The “+” symbolises integration, 
cross-sector collaboration, and added 
value. The goal is to move from a 
transactional model (“visiting a place”) to 
a transformational one (“deeply engaging 
with a place’s essence”). – DeepSeek 

Macau-Heilongjiang Forum discusses new quality 
productive forces driving tourism industry’s innovation

Edmund Ho Hau Wah, vice-chairman of the 
CPPCC National Committee and chairman of 
the GTEF, addresses yesterday’s session of the 
three-day forum in Harbin, the capital city of 
Heilongjiang Province, yesterday. Ho was the first 
chief executive of the Macau SAR. 

– Photo courtesy of TDM

Khalel Vallo
The Cultural Affairs Bureau 

(IC) announced in a Friday 
statement that “Operation 
Oops! A Musical”, an original 
comedy produced under the 
“Commissioning Performing Arts 
Productions 2024–2026” project, 
is slated to be staged over three 
performances from January 31 to 
February 2 next year at the Small 
Auditorium of the Macau Cultural 
Centre (CCM) in Nape. 

Adapted from the homonymous 
novel by local playwright 
Lawrence Lei I Leong, “Operation 
Oops!” aims to bring together an 
all-star creative team comprising 
local and regional talents, the 
statement said.

The musical will feature a score 
by Golden Horse Award-winning 
composer Leon Ko Sai-tseung, 
with direction by Fong Chun Kit of 
the Hong Kong Repertory Theatre, 
the statement noted, adding that 
the choreography is conceived 
by local dance creator Florence 
Cheong Ut Ieng. 

According to the statement, the 
production stars Jordan Cheng 
(鄭君熾), a multi-award-winning 
local performer and recipient of the 
Best Actor award at the 31st Hong 
Kong Drama Awards, leading a 
cast in this original comedy. 

The statement noted that the 
story centres on a group of misfits 
driven to extremes by soaring 
housing prices, who hatch a 
desperate and absurd plan, which 

leads to a series of comic mishaps 
that soon derail the zero-budget 
scheme, plunging the characters 
into escalating chaos.

Presented by the bureau, the 
musical aims to form a part of 
its ongoing effort to commission 
original performing art works and 
support collaboration between 
local and regional practitioners, 
strengthening Macau’s performing 
arts ecosystem. 

Tickets are currently on sale 
from Sunday via Enjoy Macao 
Ticketing, Damai and Maoyan 
platforms. Details on ticketing 
and promotional offers may be 
found via www.icm.gov.mo or by 
contacting 2840 0555. 

‘Operation Oops! A Musical’ 
to hit CCM stage in early 2026 

This poster released by the Cultural 
Affairs Bureau (IC) promotes the 
upcoming “Operation Oops! A Musical”.

Ida Cheong
The Health Bureau (SSM) urged 

residents in a statement yesterday to 
remain vigilant about personal, food, 
and environmental hygiene during 
their travels, such as getting vaccinated 
before leaving, as the Christmas and 
New Year holidays draw near, and 
increased travel and gatherings among 
residents are expected to elevate the 
risk of infectious diseases such as 
influenza and gastroenteritis.

According to the statement, 
residents should assess their health 
conditions and stay informed about 
any recent disease outbreaks or specific 
health risks at their destinations, taking 
appropriate preventive measures 
accordingly, such as getting vaccinated 
against seasonal influenza before 
travelling. Different vaccines require 
varying periods to develop effective 
antibodies, the statement said, thus 
residents are advised to plan ahead 
based on their travel schedules. 

SSM urges residents to remain vigilant 
during peak travel month

This handout poster provided by 
the Health Bureau (SSM) shows its 
recommended prevention measures for 
respiratory infections during this peak 
travel month. 

Meanwhile, the statement 
noted that residents should 
take preventive measures to 
avoid respiratory infections and 
gastroenteritis during travel, for 
instance, wearing masks in crowded 
or poorly ventilated areas, choosing 
dining establishments with good 
hygiene standards, consuming only 
boiled water or bottled water from 
reliable sources, avoid approaching 
and feeding wild animals (such as 
bats or camels) and maintaining a 
safe distance to prevent zoonotic 
diseases like avian influenza.

Moreover, when engaging in 
outdoor or rural activities in tropical 
regions, residents should take extra 
precautions against mosquito bites, 
wear light-coloured long-sleeved 
clothing and trousers, and apply 
effective insect repellent on exposed 
skin to reduce the risk of mosquito 
bites, the statement said.

The statement added that if 
travellers experience symptoms 
such as fever, cough, rash, vomiting, 
or diarrhoea during or after travel, 
they should seek medical attention 
immediately and inform healthcare 
providers of their travel history and 
potential exposures to facilitate 
timely diagnosis and treatment, the 
statement said.

For more information on disease 
prevention, visit the Health Bureau’s 
Infectious Disease Information web-
site at https://www.ssm.gov.mo/csr 
and the Vaccine Information webpage 
at https://www.ssm.gov.mo/vaccine. 
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Khalel Vallo
The 2025 International Forum on Mutual 

Learning Among Civilisations started yesterday 
in Cotai, striving to foster global dialogue and 
cooperation between East and West. 

Leading scholars from various countries and 
regions discussed civilisational inclusiveness, 
cultural innovation, heritage preservation and 
cross-cultural cooperation, aiming to contribute 
to the ongoing discussions on the theme of 
“Mutual Learning Among Civilisations.”

The two-day forum, held at integrated 
resort Galaxy Macau, Cotai, is co-organised 
by the local government and the Cultural 
Affairs Bureau (IC). The forum gathered 
international scholars and experts to discuss 
“civilisation mutual learning and inheritance 
development”. 

Germany’s Alfred Hornung, a member of 
the prestigious Academia Europaea and research 
professor and director of the Obama Institute at 
Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz, gave a 

power-point presentation on the Silk Road and 
its influence on global civilisation. 

The Academia Europaea is a pan-
European Academy of humanities, letters, 
law, and sciences, founded in 1988. 

His presentation was titled “From the Silk 
Road to BRI and GCI”, saying that Macau’s 
Chinese–Portuguese history made it “the ideal 
location to experience and learn about commu-
nication between civilisations in East and West”.

BRI stands for China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative and GCI is the abbreviation for its 
Global Civilisation Initiative. 

Hornung underlined that Macau was “the 
place where the first Western university in 
China was founded in the 16th century”, noting 
that this remained little known in the West. 

Macau’s St. Paul’s College was founded in 
1594 and continued as a Jesuit-run institution 
of higher learning until 1762. 

Hornung traced the Silk Road back to 
the Han Dynasty some two millennia ago, 
describing it as “the perfect example” of 
how early Chinese exploration created 
land and maritime routes linking different 
peoples and cultures, citing archaeological 
and historical records, including Roman 
glassware unearthed in China and diplomatic 
exchanges between Rome and Han China, to 
show that early encounters already operated 
on “multiple levels of relations”. 

Moving into the medieval period, Hornung 
referenced Marco Polo’s China travel in the 
late 13th century and writings as a turning 
point that provided Western societies with 
first-hand knowledge of China, arguing that 
these accounts inspired further intercultural 
engagement and reinforced the Silk Road’s 
role as a conduit not only for goods, but also 
for ideas, art and belief systems. 

“Silk,” he said, became “the central main 
means of communication on a cultural, artistic, 
and economic level”, and even functioned as 
a form of currency between different nations.

Hornung linked this historical remarks to 

contemporary policy, saying it was “part of Xi 
Jinping’s insight and foresight” to recognise 
the Silk Road’s intercultural function when 
formulating the Belt and Road Initiative.

Quoting President Xi’s 2013 speech in 
Kazakhstan, Hornung cited the emphasis on 
“unity and mutual trust, equality and mutual 
benefit, inclusiveness and mutual learning” 
as values inherited from the ancient route. 
He further argued that in the modern era, 
blockchain technology has assumed a role 
comparable to silk, acting as a trusted medium 
for transnational exchange.

While the commodity has changed, 
Hornung said that the underlying principle 
of connectivity remained. From there, he 
described GCI as a natural extension of this 
historical trajectory, especially at a time when 
“many of the traditional assumptions about 
the peaceful cooperation of peoples and 
nations started to erode,” he said. 

Hornung placed emphasis on Confucius 
as a symbolic figure for intercivilisational 
dialogue. He said the 1687 Latin translation 
of Confucian texts in Paris marked “the 
beginning of a mutual civilisation and 
exchange”, influencing European thinkers 
such as Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-
1716) and later shaping intellectual currents 
in the United States. He pointed to Confucius’ 
depiction on the US Supreme Court building 
as evidence of his transnational significance, 
adding that Confucius could be seen as 
“China’s great gift to the world”. 

Meanwhile, Li Guoqiang, a member of the 
Academic Division of the Chinese Academy 
of Social Sciences (CASS) and vice president 
of the Chinese Academy of History, said in 
his speech that facts show that the history of 
mutual learning among world civilisations 
has a long-standing and extensive tradition, 
almost accompanying the development of 
human society from its inception.

Qian Chengdan, Boya chair professor 
of Peking University, noted that Macau is a 

convergence point of Chinese and Western 
cultures with a profound historical heritage, 
serving as an important bridge for communication 
between Chinese and Western cultures.

Moreover, the dean of the School of Public 
Policy, Chinese University of Hong Kong, 
Shenzhen campus, and director of the Institute 
for International Affairs in Qianhai, Zheng 
Yongnian pointing out in his speech that Europe 
today lacks innovation, is overly ideological, 
holds exclusionary attitudes towards China, 
and lacks independent thinking.

The director of the Liangzhu Museum 
(Liangzhu Research Institute), Xu Tianjin 
noted in his speech that the UNESCO-
listed “Historic Centre of Macau” primarily 
consists of buildings and neighbourhoods, 
while Liangzhu encompasses various relics, 
including ancient city sites, buildings, 
workshops, astronomical observation sites, 
and tombs, each with its own style.

The archaeological ruins of Liangzhu 
City are a cluster of Neolithic sites located in 
the Liangzhu Subdistrict and Pingyao Town 
of Yuhang, Hangzhou. Initially excavated in 
1936, the ruins were recognised to belong to 
a previously unknown civilisation, termed 
Liangzhu culture, in 1959. The site was 
confirmed as an ancient city after the discovery 
of its city walls in 2006. It was designated a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2019.

Wu Zhiliang, vice chairman of the 
National Committee of the Chinese People’s 
Political Consultative Conference on Culture, 
History and Learning, and chairman of the 
Administrative Committee of the Macao 
Foundation (FM), said that Macau, with over 
400 years of history as a place where Chinese 
and Western civilisations have coexisted, 
should not merely serve as a “civilisational 
laboratory” of history, but rather should evolve 
into a proactive “civilisational transformer” 
that actively shapes the future, offering 
solutions rooted in Chinese wisdom to address 
the challenges facing human civilisation. 

Academia Europaea member addresses 2025 Int’l Forum on Mutual Learning Among Civilisations

Alfred Hornung, member of the prestigious 
Academia Europaea and research professor 
and director of the Obama Institute at Johannes 
Gutenberg University Mainz, presents his “From 
the Silk Road to BRI and GCI” lecture during the 
first “2025 International Forum on Mutual Learning 
Among Civilizations” forum at integrated resort 
Galaxy Macau in Cotai yesterday. The two-day 
event ends today.                – Photo: Khalel Vallo 

Ida Cheong
The inaugural “International Forum 

on Mutual Learning Among Civilisations” 
opened yesterday, aiming to establish a 
new platform for diverse civilisations to 
engage in equal dialogue, exchange, mutual 
learning, and mutual inspiration.

The opening ceremony for the two-day 
forum was held in integrated resort Galaxy 
Macau, Cotai, featuring over 20 thematic 
sessions and academic exchange sessions, 
with 50 experts and scholars from nearly 
10 countries participating.

Communist Party of China (CPC) 
Central Committee Publicity Department 
Vice Minister Wang Gang said in a speech 
that the international forum serves as a 
vivid example of implementing the global 
civilisation initiative, noting that while 
Macau nowadays is 33.3 km2 in size, 
its historical imprints of the integration 
and coexistence of Chinese and Western 
civilisations have been preserved for over 
four centuries.

Macau’s nearly five-century-long history 
as a West-meets-East place stands as a 
true record of the harmonious coexistence 
and mutual development of Chinese and 
Occidental civilisations, Secretary for Social 
Affairs and Culture Wallis O Lam said in 
a speech, adding that Macau will continue 
to demonstrate that the outdated model of 
“zero-sum game” is unsustainable, while 
the new path of “cooperation and harmony” 

represents the right direction for civilisations.
O said that Macau, as a crucial entrepôt 

along the Maritime Silk Road, was China’s 
first city to engage directly with the Western 
Age of Exploration. It has since become a 
frontier city for sustained dialogue and deep 
integration between Chinese and Western 
civilisations, O continued.

O noted that President Xi Jinping paid 
an inspection visit to Macau in December 
last year to attend the celebration of the 
25th Anniversary of Macau’s return to the 
motherland and the inauguration ceremony of 
the Macau Special Administrative Region’s 
(SAR) sixth-term government where he 

noted in his important instructions that, 
“Macau should promote international 
people-to-people exchanges, better present 
Macau and China to the world, and turn the 
city into an important window of exchanges 
between Chinese and Western civilisations.”

O added that the instruction pointed the 
way for Macau’s cultural development and 
empowerment, and the forum represents a 

new starting point for civilisational dialogue 
with Macau as the platform.

Macau is the preferred venue for the 
inaugural forum, Chinese Academy Vice 
President Li Guoqiang told reporters on the 
sidelines of the forum, adding that Macau, as 
a crucial hub for the convergence of Chinese 
and Western cultures, holds a unique 
historical significance. 

Forum strives to establish diverse civilisations’ learning platform in Macau

Communist Party of China (CPC) Central 
Committee Publicity Department Vice Minister 
Wang Gang addresses yesterday’s inaugural 
“International Forum on Mutual Learning Among 
Civilizations” at JW Marriott Hotel Macau in Cotai. 

                 – Photo: Ida Cheong 

This handout photo provided by the Cultural Affairs Bureau (IC) yesterday shows Communist Party of China 
(CPC) Central Committee Publicity Department Vice Minister Wang Gang (third from left), Acting Chief 
Executive Wong Sio Chak (centre), Secretary for Social Affairs and Culture Wallis O Lam (from left) and 
other attendees posing for a group photo during the inaugural “International Forum on Mutual Learning 
Among Civilizations” opening ceremony at JW Marriott Hotel Macau in Taipa’s Galaxy Macau resort. 
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This undated file photo shows director Sheena Cheung posing. 
– All photos provided by Free to Play Theatre

This undated file photo shows French artist David Bensimhon posing.

HK’s ‘Plastic Island’: HK’s ‘Plastic Island’: 
finding connection in clumsiness finding connection in clumsiness 
HK’s ‘Plastic Island’: HK’s ‘Plastic Island’: 
finding connection in clumsiness finding connection in clumsiness 
Interview by William Chan

The latest creation by Hong Kong art 
organisation Free to Play Theatre, 
“Plastic Island” – a rare and 

comprehensive full-mask production in Hong Kong 
theatre – will be staged from January 30 to February 1, 
2026, at the Tai Po Arts Centre Black Box Theatre, Hong 
Kong director Sheena Cheung (張君洳) told the Post in a 
recent interview online.

According to a description of the play, it uses a 
unique blend of full masks, physicality, and musical 
rhythm to construct a non-verbal narrative. Wrapped 
in absurd humour, it guides the audience on a search 
for the “lost warmth” in modern life. “This production 
is not only a poignant allegory of family struggles but 
also the culmination of the theatre troupe’s decade-
long exploration into the expressive power of masks, 
clowning, and physical language,” Cheung said.

The Power of Silence

“The decision to use a non-verbal format is a deliberate 
strategy for deeper communication,” Cheung said, adding 
she believes that removing the barrier of language appeals 
directly to the audience’s innate empathy and sense of 
humour, allowing for a more immediate encounter with 
genuine human reactions. “When the defence of words is 
dropped, the full spectrum of human nature – selfishness, 
connection, good, and evil – is magnified through the 
body.”

Cheung noted that the elements of masks, clowns, 
and puppets are inherently distanced from human 
characteristics. This “non-human” paradoxically makes 
it easier for the audience to be touched by extremely 
humanised emotions, achieving a kind of “reverse 
intimacy”. The mask, in this context, does not conceal; 
it reveals, amplifying the fragility of humanity while 
simultaneously releasing its warmth.

Meanwhile, according to Cheung, the “Plastic 
Island” serves as a profound reflection on the dilemmas 
of contemporary living. She described it as “the concrete 
stage for our inner struggles and social character flaws”. It 
symbolises the chaos, inescapability, and overwhelming 
nature of modern life, reflecting how consumerism has 
shaped us into unwitting accomplices.

The production’s stage energy is a result of the cross-
cultural collaboration between Cheung and French 
artist David Bensimhon. Bensimhon, a director and 
music designer, integrates the improvisation, freedom, 

and rhythm of jazz into the mask theatre. Using a foot-
powered music machine and layered rhythmic cues, he 
guides the audience through the story’s development and 
the characters’ emotional shifts without dialogue. The 
music transcends background status to become an organic 
part of the narrative structure, forming a counterpoint of 
sound and action with the actors’ physicality, together 
constructing the absurd atmosphere of the Plastic Island.

Errors & awkwardness

Central to Free to Play Theatre’s aesthetic is the 
embrace of “errors” and “awkwardness” as a means of 
exposing human truth. This aesthetic holds particular 
therapeutic significance for Chinese audiences, who often 
harbour a deep-seated fear of failure. The world of the 
mask and the clown openly presents every pause, every 
misstep, and every unexpected reaction. By embracing 
clumsiness, the characters achieve an undeniable 
authenticity.

Cheung suggests that in a city accustomed to being 
stressed, the public, collective “imperfection” presented 
on stage becomes a precious sigh of relief. The team 
draws inspiration from the principle of French master 
Mario González: “A mistake is not a disaster – it is an 
entrance”.

The narrative thread of the play is the universal 
human state of being lost and searching. “Being lost is 
not a flaw but the most honest state of humanity. The 
mask externalises this state: every clumsy movement, 
every moment of hesitation or panic, is a concrete 
manifestation of being lost.

The lost warmth that the audience ultimately finds 
is defined by Cheung as a sense of accepted ease. “In 
a hyper-efficient, success-driven metropolis, we are 
conditioned to hide our panic and awkwardness. Yet, 
the imperfect characters on stage struggle, collide, and 
even embrace one another in the most honest state. The 
audience is offered a mirror – one that reflects that it is 
acceptable to be vulnerable and lost, and yet still worthy 
of being seen and connected”

Cheung concludes: “If this play carries any warmth, 
it is certainly not a flame we deliberately ignited. It is 
the subtle warmth of resonance that quietly rises in the 
audience’s heart when they recognise themselves in the 
eyes of the characters. What theatre can do, perhaps, 
is to protect this tiny light, preventing it from being 
extinguished by reality”.

To more information and ticket purchasing, visit: 
https://art-mate.net/doc/88746
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Armindo Neves
The Macao New Chinese Youth 

Association (MNCYA) hosted a 
press conference yesterday about 
the findings of its survey about 
Macau’s wet markets which 
showed, among other things, that 
around 56.1 percent of local youth 
are still “satisfied” with them.

The study was conducted in 
October, surveying 644 local 
residents aged 18 to 44. The press 
conference was held at the Macao 
Daily News Building. 

According to the findings, 
the primary motivation for 
visiting traditional wet markets is 
“sampling food at the cooked food 
centres” (38.4 percent), followed 
by “purchasing fresh produce” 
(37.0 percent). The findings also 
show that 67.2 percent of the 
respondents support the idea 
of allocating more resources to 
revitalise traditional wet markets, 
while 41.9 percent believe that 
the foremost improvement needed 
is the “level of environmental 
hygiene.”

Regarding open-air markets, 
the findings show that 58.5 percent 
of the respondents primarily obtain 

information about them through 
social media. Spending at open-air 
markets is generally modest, with 
39.4 percent of the respondents 
having spent between 51 and 200 
patacas there in the past year. The 
main attractions are “enjoying 
the relaxed and unique on-site 
atmosphere” (32.4 percent) and 
“sampling specialty street food” 
(31.5 percent).

Based on the findings, the 
association representatives presented 
during the press conference four 
policy recommendations: promoting 

the functional upgrade and spatial 
revitalisation of traditional wet 
markets; utilising idle land to create 
holiday-themed markets; establishing 
“youth-led” branded markets; and 
fostering the integration of the “pet 
economy” with market economies to 
align with youth consumption trends.

Wet markets’ stall 
vacancy rate around 30 
pct only

Meanwhile, the Collective 
Wisdom Policy Centre also hosted 
a press conference yesterday about 

the findings of its survey, showing 
that the booth vacancy rate of 
traditional wet markets stands 
around 30 percent.

The centre belongs to the Macau 
General Union of Neighbourhood 
Associations (UGAMM; colloquially 
known as Kai Fong). The press 
conference was held at the UGAMM 
headquarters in Toi San district. 

The findings point out that the 
current state of Macau’s wet markets 
is characterised by “improved 
hardware but operational pressure”. 
Internal challenges include a singular 
business format, rigid regulations, 
low levels of digitalisation, and an 
ageing workforce. Externally, wet 
markets face intense competition 
from supermarkets, community 
stores, and cross-border consumption, 
according to the findings. 

Based on the findings, the 
centre recommended the systematic 
transformation of traditional wet 
markets, aiming to reshape them 
into integrated community hubs that 
combine “essential services, cultural 
experiences, community interaction, 
and tourism exploration.”

The findings show some 
specific strategies, including 

establishing a cross-departmental 
task force to classify and position 
wet markets following “one 
market, one policy” approaches, 
such as markets like Taipa Market, 
aiming to position them as “culture-
tourism integrated” hubs, while 
others like Toi San Market should 
be developed as “comprehensive 
community centres”. 

Representatives of the centre 
also suggested promoting a 
“vertical layering” model for 
wet market spaces to create 
diversified complexes, introducing 
new business formats and 
recreational public areas. They also 
recommended speeding up digital 
transformation by establishing 
a unified online platform and 
revising management regulations 
to relax operational restrictions 
while improving the licensing 
mechanisms for wet market stalls.

The representatives also said 
they believe that the transformation 
of traditional wet markets must 
start with high-level design. 
Through differentiated positioning 
and systematic renovation, their 
community and economic vitality 
could be revitalised, they said. 

Shoppers visit the central S. Domingos wet market yesterday. – Photo: Armindo Neves

Over half of local youth still satis!ed with traditional wet markets: MNCYA

Rui Pastorin, Kristina Vallesteros 
This year’s 17-day Christmas 

Market in Praça do Tap Siac kicked 
off yesterday afternoon, marking 
the start of holiday themed activities 
for locals and tourists to enjoy.

Held under a colourful scene 
of Christmas decorations and 
large Christmas trees, this year’s 
fair features 24 brightly coloured 
stalls, with 12 selling gifts and the 
other 12 selling a variety of snacks. 
Things to do other than eating and 
shopping, meanwhile, include 
several scheduled performances 
as well as the return of attractions 
like the carousel and a large-scale 
inflatable slide. As stall operators 
prepared their booths and displays 
to kick off a day of sales, Post 
reporters interviewed four of them 
to learn more about their products 
and expectations this year. 

Using the holidays for a 
greater cause

Selling products at the market 
for the first time is a group hoping 
to raise funds for non-profit 
animal rescue centre ANIMA 
Macau. During the fair’s run, their 
booth will be selling Christmas-
themed handmade crafts, pet toys 
and other items featuring original 
artwork. According to two of the 
group’s co-owners, Zoe and Mimi, 
who are in their early twenties, the 
products they are selling were all 
created by them and their friends 
according to their artistic talents, 
with the idea to support ANIMA 
coming up after one of their other 
co-owners had adopted a cat, 
wanting to support the animal-
protection association as it lacks 
funds.

“This is something really 
meaningful and we also wanted 
to contribute something to those 
helping animals”, said Zoe, with 
Mimi adding that they were glad to 
use the holidays to work towards 
this goal more than anything else. 

With this year being the first 
time they have joined, Zoe said 
that they are quite excited but also 
worried about how it will go given 
that they are completely new. And 
while they are unsure about how 
things will pan out throughout the 
market’s run, Zoe said that the 
important thing was to get people 
to pay attention and help animals. 
Mimi added that the simplest 
thing one can do is to give money 
to ANIMA, but they are hoping 
to make it sustainable. A step 
they have taken towards this is to 
open accounts on Instagram and 
on social media platforms in the 
Chinese mainland to increase brand 
visibility and, in turn, get more 
people to donate to ANIMA, added 
Zoe, with their participation in the 

market also being like “a gateway 
to let more people know our brand”. 

A profitable event, 
though expectations are 
low

Jeff, who is in his 40s, is 
showcasing his Cantonese slang-
themed cat scratch pads for the 
second year in a row. Compared to 
other similar craft or flea markets 
held in places like Coloane which, he 
said, are “not profitable” irrespective 
of the number of customers, the 
Christmas market has proved to 
be more lucrative given its central 
location, prompting him to come 
back for the second year.

Jeff added, however, that he was 
not expecting many tourists from 
the mainland to visit the fair given 
Christmas is more of a Western 
holiday.  In that regard, he added 
that as his products were made 
specifically for Macau’s pet lovers, 
Jeff said that sales might just be at a 
“normal” level given that they aren’t 
geared towards mainland Chinese 

tourists, who may not connect with 
his products compared to buyers 
from Macau and Hong Kong, or 
prefer to spend their money on 
other things. He also mentioned that 
sales may not be as high this time 
around due to Macau’s “downscale 
of economics”.

Sweet treats and steady 
hopes

Also returning for his second year, 
James, 25, runs a stall specialising in 
candy apples. His festive offerings 
include six flavours, with a special 
Christmas edition among them. To 
make them easy to share, each glossy 
apple is pre-sliced into pieces. The 
stall’s classic red candy and green 
matcha flavour is a deliberate nod to 
the Christmas theme.

James believes this year’s 
market feels more immersive, with 
multiple decorated Christmas trees 
creating a better atmosphere than 
last year’s single display. After a 
successful debut last season, his goal 
is to build on that momentum and 

return in future years. He expects 
the enhanced decorations to attract a 
larger crowd, including more tourists 
drawn to the festive setting.

Moreover, participating for 
the first time is Jerry, 42, who is 
helping out at a family-run stall. 
They focus on handmade desserts 
and drinks, from rich Thai milk tea 
to traditional Chinese beverages. 
While hopeful for a good turnout, 
his expectations are measured. He 
predicts sales will be steady and 
that locals will likely make up most 
of the crowd, with tourists expected 
to be a smaller portion. For Jerry, 
the main hope is simply that many 
marketgoers come and enjoy his 
family’s homemade products.

The Christmas Market is open 
from 2 p.m. to 11 p.m. daily. 
However, on Christmas Eve, 
Christmas Day and New Year’s Eve, 
the event will run through midnight. 
More details, including the schedule 
of performances and play facilities, 
can be found on https://www.iam.
gov.mo/ 

Christmas trees and other decorations, along with several themed booths and attactions, are seen in Praça do Tap Siac yesterday.                – Photos: Rui Pastorin 

17-day Christmas Market kicks o", vendors talk 
sales & expectations: Vox pop
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Ada Lei
The Judiciary Police (PJ) recently 

busted a criminal group, arresting two 
local men and a man from the Chinese 
mainland on Saturday and Sunday for 
stealing cigars worth HK$10,500 (10,800 
patacas) from a shopping mall locker, and 
31 packets of fish maw valued at 310,000 
patacas from a warehouse, PJ spokesman 
Cheong Un Hong said during a regular 
press conference yesterday.

Cheong identified the suspect as a 
28-year-old mainlander surnamed Kuang 
who claimed to be jobless, a 31-year-
old local driver surnamed Wong and a 
43-year-old local worker surnamed Lam.

According to Cheong, the Judiciary 
Police (PJ) received a referral on Friday 
about two theft cases from the Public 
Security Police (PSP). Cheong noted that a 
middle-aged local man reported on Thursday 
that two boxes of cigars, worth HK$10,500, 
which he had put in a locker at a shopping 
mall in the northern district on Thursday 
evening, had been stolen the following 
morning, with the locker prised open.

Cheong added that another male victim 
reported that he had stored 31 packets 
of fish maw worth 310,000 patacas in a 
warehouse in the northern district last 
Wednesday. On Friday morning, he 
discovered that the warehouse door lock 
had been damaged and that the 31 packets 
of fish maw had been stolen, with the 
surveillance system in the warehouse also 
removed.

The police discovered that a man, who 
was still at large at the time of the press 
conference, used a hard object to forcibly 
open the locker and steal the cigars, which 
were then handed over to Kuang, who 
drove a motorcycle to assist the man in 
fleeing.

The police also discovered that the 
second case involved six individuals 
working together, including the three 
suspects and three others who were still at 
large at the time of the press conference. 

Among them, Lam was responsible for 
damaging the warehouse lock, while 
others were tasked with stealing the fish 
maw and removing the surveillance 
footage. After the theft, Wong drove a car 
to transport the stolen fish maw to a flat 
in a residential building in the northern 
district, where they concealed the stolen 
goods. Kuang was the ringleader for both 
theft cases, Wong rented the flat to hide 
the stolen fish maw, while Lam and the 
others were responsible for the break-in, 
destruction, and transport.

The police apprehended Kuang 
and Wong on Saturday evening near a 
residential building in the northern district, 
while Lam was arrested at the Barrier Gate 
checkpoint as he was leaving Macau on 
Sunday morning. Cheong said that Lam 
had received HK$20,000 from Kuang 
as payment for damaging the locks and 
transporting the stolen goods. The police 
recovered 29 packets of stolen fish maw 
from the flat.

The trio have been transferred to the 
Public Prosecutions Office (MP), facing 
charges of theft and involvement in a 
criminal group. 

Judiciary Police (PJ) spokesman Cheong Un 
Hong looks on during yesterday’s regular press 
conference.     – Photo: Ada Lei

Ada Lei
According to a statement released by the Public 

Prosecutions Office (MP) on Monday, there has 
been a recent surge in telecom and online fraud 
cases, with rising amounts being lost to scams. 
Among these, impersonation of “law enforcement 
officers” has become a common tactic.

The statement noted that several cases of 
scammers posing as “public prosecutors” have 
emerged in Macau recently. These fraudsters 
contact victims via phone or online, falsely 
claiming that the victims are involved in 
serious criminal cases. They initially request 
the victims’ cooperation with the purported 
investigation and often transfer the call to an 
accomplice posing as a “prosecutor” to gain the 
victim’s trust. Subsequently, they ask victims 
to engage in “online case handling,” participate 
in a “statement via video call,” or use “screen-
sharing” to obtain personal information. They 
may use excuses such as “supervision,” “bail,” 
or “fund review” to persuade victims to transfer 
money to a designated “safe account.”

The statement explained that the core of 
these impersonation scams exploits the public’s 
lack of familiarity with law enforcement 
procedures. The Public Prosecutions Office 
(MP) reminded citizens that investigations, 
prosecutions, and trials of criminal cases follow 

established legal protocols. Prosecutors or other 
law enforcement officers would never conduct 
inquiries via informal channels like phone calls 
or social media, nor would they ever ask victims 
for bank account passwords, verification codes, 
or request transfers during an investigation.

The statement advised that if citizens receive 
calls from someone claiming to be from “law 
enforcement” asking for transfers to a “safe 
account” or requesting “fund reviews,” citizens 
should remember: never trust, never transfer 
money, and never disclose personal information. 
If in doubt, citizens are advised to verify the 
information through the contact details on the 
official websites of the Public Prosecutions 
Office (MP) or the Judiciary Police (PJ). Those 
who have already suffered a loss are urged to 
report it to the police immediately.

The statement concluded by assuring that to 
ensure the security of citizens’ finances, the Public 
Prosecutions Office (MP) will vigorously combat 
all illegal activities disguised as authorities. 
Additionally, the Public Prosecutions Office 
(MP) urges citizens to remain vigilant, educate 
themselves on fraud prevention, and protect 
their assets. For verification of any notifications 
or information issued by the Public Prosecutions 
Office (MP), citizens are encouraged to call the 
MP hotline on 2872 7272 or 2872 8268. 

Police nab mainlander, 2 locals for 
stealing cigars, !sh maw worth 

320,000 patacas

Prosecutions O"ce warns of scams 
impersonating prosecutors 

Rui Pastorin 
The latest and final edition of award-

winning Portuguese photojournalist and 
documentary photographer Gonçalo Lobo 
Pinheiro’s book “O que foi, não volta a 
ser…” , or  “What Once Was, Will Never 
Be Again…” in English, launched last night 
at the Rui Cunha Foundation (FRC) gallery 
along with an exhibition featuring some of the 
photos from the book.

Featuring images of old Macau that are on 
loan, acquired online, through auctions or from 
private owners, in local shops and even from 
Portugal, blended with the city in its modern 
day, the second volume of Lobo Pinheiro’s 
features 40 images in close to 80 pages. 
Altogether, it shows an encounter between the 
past and the present, all the while presenting 
just how much the city has changed over time.

The exhibition that was concurrently 
launched yesterday features 20 of the images 
from the book that members of the public can 
admire until January 10.

On the project, a statement by the Rui 
Cunha Foundation (FRC) yesterday quoted 
Lobo Pinheiro as saying: “Macau has changed 
a lot in recent years. The old photographs show 
this clearly. And now, what to do with them? On 

the one hand, it is still possible to recreate some 
settings; on the other hand, it is impossible to 
find points of contact in other photographs, 
because things simply no longer exist in the 
territory. It is a difficult task. Everything has 
changed. That is why, in the vast majority of 
cases, what once was will never be again”

Priced at 250 patacas, the book 

can be bought online through www.
goncalolobopinheiro.com and is also 
available in some bookshops.  The total 
amount raised from the sale of books and 
photographs, according to the FRC statement, 
will be donated to the Hong Kong branch of 
‘Habitat for Humanity’ to support the victims 
of the deadly Tai Po Wang Fuk Court inferno.

The blaze, which happened on November 
26, has claimed the lives of 160 people.

Prior to the book’s launch yesterday, the 
Post spoke with Lobo Pinheiro about the 
project and some insight on the work that 
went into it. Stay tuned for the interview and 
more photos of the exhibition in an upcoming 
page 4. 

Exhibitiongoers view the photos on display at the gallery. – Photos: Rui Pastorin 
A copy of “What Once Was, Will Never Be Again…” Vol. 2 is signed by the 
author during last night’s launch at the Rui Cunha Foundation (FRC) gallery. 

2nd volume of ‘What Once Was, Will Never Be Again…’ launches

Sam sincerely thanks Xi for guidance, 
recognition 

Continued from p.1
“The administrative leadership system 

is functioning smoothly, actively promoting 
public administrative reform. 

“For the first time, Guangdong, Hong Kong, 
and Macau jointly hosted the 15th National Games. 

“The social environment in Macau remains 
harmonious and stable, with steady progress in 
economic and social development. 

“Efforts are focused on building the Hengqin 
Guangdong-Macao In-Depth Cooperation Zone 
and increasing participation in the Greater Bay 
Area’s development to achieve greater results 
in the appropriate diversification of Macau’s 
economy.”

The statement also said that Sam “sincerely 

thanked President Xi and the central authorities 
for their recognition and guidance of the MSAR 
government’s work. 

“In the new year, the MSAR government 
will deeply implement President Xi’s valuable 
guidance and important directives, and, under 
the guidance of the spirit of the Fourth Plenary 
Session of the 20th Central Committee, closely 
align with the national 15th Five-Year Plan 
to formulate and implement the MSAR’s 
“3rd Five-Year Plan,” focusing on promoting 
appropriate economic diversification and 
accelerating construction in Hengqin, creating 
broader development space for Macau.”

N.B. Translation arranged by The Macau 
Post Daily 
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Tony Wong
The Taipa wet market building’s newly 

set up “Gastronomy + Culture and Creativity 
Zone” officially opened yesterday, when all of 
its 20 stalls selling light meals or cultural and 
creative products fully started operation.

The operators of the 20 newly set up stalls 
in Taipa Market were chosen by a public tender 
earlier this year. The new stalls’ setting-up are 
the result of the government’s revamp of the 
traditional wet market, located near Taipa 
Village, aiming to revitalise its operation.

The Municipal Affairs Bureau (IAM), 
the public entity tasked with managing the 
city’s wet markets, held the Zone’s opening 
ceremony at midday yesterday, which was 
officiated by Secretary for Administration 
and Justice Wong Sio Chak, whose portfolio 
oversees the bureau.

The bureau announced its plan in March 
this year to revamp Taipa Market, converting 
its first floor into a dining space with 19 stalls 
for light meals or cultural and creative products 
as about half of the market’s then 66 stalls were 
vacant. The renovation project, which also 
included the setting-up of a stall on the market 
building’s rooftop (second floor) to be used for 
a café, got off the ground in June.

Previously, there were no stalls on the 
rooftop.

After the completion of Taipa Market’s 
revamp, the ground floor, as previously, 
continues to be used for selling fresh food and 
traditional groceries.

The market building’s renovation relocated 
the vegetable stalls from the first floor to the 
ground floor, while the four fruit stalls on the 
first floor have remained there after the revamp.

Consequently, there are currently 23 
stalls on the first floor, comprising the four 
fruit stalls and the 19 stalls for light meals or 
cultural and creative products.

The bureau launched a public tender for 
the lease and operation of the 20 new stalls (19 
stalls on the first floor and one on the rooftop) 
in April, for which 437 bids were submitted. 
Among the 437 bids, 399 were accepted. The 
bureau announced the winners of the 20 stalls 
in August.

After the market building’s revamp 
was completed earlier this quarter, the 
“Gastronomy + Culture and Creativity Zone” 
started its trial operation on Monday last 
week, but only a few of the 20 new stalls 
started their business at that time, as the 
remaining ones were still being decorated, or 

the respective operators were still preparing 
to start.

The bureau has set up four dining areas on 
the first floor and one dining area on the rooftop, 
equipped with dining tables and chairs.

Before the operations of the 20 new stalls, 
Taipa Market was only a traditional wet market 
selling fresh food and traditional groceries.

Delivering a speech during yesterday’s 
opening ceremony, IAM President Chao Wai 
Ieng noted that Taipa Market’s revitalisation 
aims to bring in young stallholders dedicated 
to running their business with innovative 
ideas for the operations of newly set up 
distinctive stalls of new types of business, 
thereby enhancing the wet market’s vitality 
while retaining the sale of fresh and live food 
and traditional groceries on the ground floor.

Chao noted that Taipa Market’s 
revitalisation project has optimised the 
wet market’s facilities and appearance, 
embellished the building’s façade, and added 
Portuguese-style aspects, with the aim of 
creating a new image of the market.

Chao said that the operation of Taipa 
Market’s “Gastronomy + Culture and Creativity 
Zone” will enrich consumers’ shopping choices 
and consumption experience.

Chao also pledged that his bureau will 
continue to gather opinions from various 
segments of civil society and maintain close 
communication with the city’s wet-market 
stallholders, with the aim of advancing the 
transformation and sustainable development 
of traditional wet market.

While the stalls selling fresh food and 
traditional groceries in Taipa Market are open 
between 7 a.m. and 7 p.m. daily, its “Gastronomy 
+ Culture and Creativity Zone” is open between 
7 a.m. and 10 p.m. daily, However, the 20 new 
stalls have different opening hours.

After the opening ceremony, Wong toured 
the Zone, accompanied by Chao, during 
which he was briefed by other IAM officials 
about the new stalls selling light meals or 
cultural and creative products. 

The 19 new stalls on the first floor 
comprise 11 small ones and eight large ones.

As seen by the Post yesterday, the 19 new 
stalls on the first floor comprise 17 stalls selling 
light meals and two stalls selling cultural and 
creative products. Three of the 17 light meal 
stalls also sell cultural and creative products.

For many years, the government has 
exempted stallholders of all wet-market stalls 
in Macau from paying their monthly rents. 

Taipa Market’s ‘Gastronomy + Culture 
and Creativity Zone’ opens

Diners sit down in Taipa Market’s “Gastronomy + Culture and Creativity Zone” near four of its light meal 
stalls yesterday.                    – Photos: Tony Wong

Secretary for Administration and Justice Wong Sio Chak (second from left) waves goodbye to a family 
sitting in the dining area on the market building’s rooftop yesterday.

BEIJING – Judging from a series of 
statements, Japan remains ambiguous and has 
deliberately left crucial issues unresolved on 
the Taiwan question in an attempt to mislead 
the public and fob off responsibility, a  foreign 
ministry spokesperson said yesterday.

“China is firmly opposed to such 
practices,” spokesperson Guo Jiakun told a 
daily press briefing.

In response to a related query about 
Japan’s Foreign Minister Toshimitsu Motegi’s 
statement regarding the Taiwan question 
during a session at the House of Councillors, 
Guo said the Japanese side did not reiterate 
the important clause of the Sino-Japanese 
Joint Statement which states “the Government 
of Japan recognizes the Government of the 
People’s Republic of China as the sole legal 
Government of China” and “Taiwan is an 
inalienable part of the territory of the People’s 
Republic of China.”

He went on to note that the Japanese 
side when citing the Cairo Declaration only 
mentioned “Manchuria, Formosa, and The 
Pescadores” and deliberately sidestepped the 
important information that they are “territories 
Japan has stolen from the Chinese.”

The Japanese side also juxtaposed the 
Sino-Japanese Joint Statement and the so-
called Treaty of San Francisco, violating the 

commitments it has made and principles in 
international law, attempting to rehash the 
fallacy that Taiwan’s status is “undetermined” 
and interfering in China’s domestic affairs, 
said Guo.

Guo also cited remarks by multiple Japa-
nese senior officials and statements in rel-
evant documents as historical facts speaking 
to Japan’s stance on the Taiwan question.

This year marks the 80th anniversary of 
the victory of the Chinese People’s War of 
Resistance against Japanese Aggression and 
the World Anti-Fascist War. It is also the 80th 

anniversary of the restoration of Taiwan.
Guo noted Japan once invaded and 

exercised colonial rule over Taiwan for 50 
years, committed innumerable crimes and 
bears historical responsibilities on the Taiwan 
question. “Taiwan is an inalienable part of 
China’s territory. How to resolve the Taiwan 
question is a matter for the Chinese ourselves 
and Japan is in no position to make any 
interference,” said Guo.

“We once again urge the Japanese side 
to abide by the spirit of the four political 
documents between China and Japan, earnestly 
do soul-searching and correct its wrongdoings 
and retract the erroneous remarks made by 
Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi,” Guo added.

– Xinhua

Japan remains ambiguous to misguide 
public on Taiwan question: FM spokesperson

Kristina Vallesteros
The Irish pop group Westlife will 

perform with The Macao Orchestra 
next February, according to a 
statement released by The Londoner 
Macao on Friday.

The “Westlife: A Gala Evening 
in Macao” is scheduled to take place 
on February 7 at The Londoner 
Arena. The statement said the 
performance will feature the group’s 
classic hits reinterpreted with 
orchestral arrangements, alongside 
new music.

Ticket sales started at 12 noon 
yesterday through Cotai Ticketing, 
Damai, and Macau Ticketing. Prices 
range from 799 patacas for C Reserve 
to 2,099 patacas for VIP seats.

According to the statement, the 
concert is part of the group’s 25th anniversary celebrations. It follows similar orchestral 
shows they performed at London’s Royal Albert Hall in October, with the Macau date 
marking the first time this special format will be staged in Asia.

The statement noted that Westlife have achieved 14 number-one singles in the UK 
and has sold over 55 million records worldwide. The upcoming performance will include 
their classic songs as well as new tracks from their forthcoming album “25 – The Ultimate 
Collection” set for release next year.

One may visit http://www.cotaiticketing.com/ for more information. 

Westlife to perform with The 
Macao Orchestra next year

This promotional photo recently provided by The 
Londoner Macao shows members of Irish pop group 
Westlife.    
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TAIYUAN – China yesterday sent a new 
satellite into space from the Taiyuan Satellite 
Launch Center in the northern province of 
Shanxi, in a move to enhance the country’s 
survey and mapping service capabilities.

The Ziyuan III 04 satellite was launched 
by a Long March-4B rocket at 11:17 a.m., 
according to the center.

It was the 617th flight mission of the Long 
March rocket series.

Major payloads of the Ziyuan III 04 satellite 
include a three-line array camera, a multispectral 
camera and a laser altimeter, according to 
China Academy of Space Technology, which 
is under the China Aerospace Science and 
Technology Corporation.

According to the satellite’s developer, these 
cameras will enhance China’s capabilities in 
obtaining spatial geographic information, and 
improve survey and mapping services.

The three-line array camera acts as a 
“stereoscopic photographer.” It is composed 
of three cameras with different shooting 
angles, which can generate three-dimensional 
images of observed objects through aerial 
triangulation observation.

The multispectral camera is like a 
“fingerprint collector” for the spectral 
characteristics of different elements and their 
compounds on Earth, which are important 
“ID cards” used in remote sensing science to 
identify and analyze the features of various 
objects. Its main task is to collect the spectral 
characteristics of the observed objects.

By analyzing these spectral “fingerprints,” 

experts can determine the physical 
characteristics of various objects, and analyze 
specific conditions such as farmland yield, 
vegetation quantity and water pollution degree.

The laser altimeter is comparable to a 
“space ruler,” capable of achieving sub-
meter measurement accuracy at a distance 
of approximately 506 kilometers, serving 
as a reference for elevation correction in 
stereoscopic mapping.

The Ziyuan III 04 satellite will replace 
the retired Ziyuan III 01 satellite. Then, a 
high-resolution stereo mapping satellite 
constellation will be formed by the new 
satellite and the Ziyuan III 02 and 03 satellites, 
both of which are already in orbit.

According to its developer, the new 
satellite constellation can increase the 
acquisition capacity of basic land-resource 
survey and mapping data by 1.5 times.

It will effectively meet the time-efficiency 
requirements of survey and mapping tasks, and 
continuously provide stable, reliable data support 
for the country’s survey, mapping and geographic 
information industry, the developer said.

As of December 2025, the Ziyuan-III-series 
satellites have obtained a total of 4.03 million 
valid image data sets, with an effective global 
coverage area of 137 million square kilometers.

They have effectively sustained progress 
in the geographic information industry, with 
related survey and mapping geographic 
information products serving fields such as 
land resources, environmental protection and 
disaster monitoring.   – Xinhua

China Daily Editorial
An article by President Xi Jinping 

published in this year’s 24th issue of the 
Qiushi Journal highlights how important 
it is for China to expand domestic demand 
in order to make its economic development 
more sustainable and more resilient.

The article makes it clear that rather than 
being a stopgap, expanding domestic demand 
is a strategic measure that is necessary to 
maintain the long-term, sustained, healthy 
development of China’s economy and meet 
people’s ever-growing demand for a better life.

Pointing to insufficient aggregate 
demand as a prominent issue for the 
country’s economic development at present, 
the article rightly stresses the need for 
coordinated efforts to boost both supply 
and demand, with the goal of achieving an 
optimal dynamic equilibrium where demand 
propels supply and supply in turn generates 
demand.

Consumption is already cementing its 
role as the primary economic driver. Final 
consumption expenditure contributed 53.5 
percent to economic growth in the first three 
quarters of 2025, up 9 percentage points from 
the full-year figure of the previous year, data 
from the National Bureau of Statistics show. 
Retail sales of consumer goods – totaling 
45.61 trillion yuan – were up 4 percent year-
on-year in the same period.

The central authorities have prioritized 
increasing consumption as a driver of 
growth over the next five years and have 
recognized the importance of reorienting 
the economy from goods to services. To that 
end, policymakers have already taken steps.

The Ministry of Commerce, the People’s 
Bank of China, and the National Financial 
Regulatory Administration jointly made 
public a circular on Sunday urging stronger 
coordination between the commerce and 
financial sectors to step up support for 
consumption. The document outlines 
measures to guide financial institutions in 
focusing their support on key consumption 
areas and facilitating the expansion of 
domestic demand. In particular, it calls 
for establishing sound coordination 
mechanisms between local commerce 
and financial authorities, and encourages 
local governments to utilize various policy 
tools, such as financing guarantees and loan 

interest subsidies, to guide credit funds 
toward critical consumption sectors. That 
means the local pro-consumption measures 
will become more diversified to suit regional 
conditions.

In the services sector, the policy 
stresses innovation in financial products 
for industries such as elderly care, catering, 
tourism and education. It encourages the 
cultivation of new consumption models, 
including the “debut economy”, green 
consumption, and digital scenarios, while 
promoting the application of artificial 
intelligence in driving consumption.

It is noteworthy that the circular pledges 
more financial support for the “Shopping 
in China” campaign and the development 
of international consumption center cities. 
It correctly highlights the importance of 
further improving payment convenience for 
visitors from overseas so as to effectively 
promote inbound consumption.

All these measures are in line with the 
demands of the Central Economic Work 
Conference, which emphasized that the 
country will implement more proactive and 
impactful macroeconomic policies, formulate 
more far-sighted, more targeted and better-
coordinated policies, continuously expand 
domestic demand and optimize supply, 
and develop new quality productive forces 
according to local conditions.

To fully tap the economic potential, 
policy support and reform and innovation 
will be pursued to ensure market vitality and 
effective regulation. Investment in physical 
assets will be combined with investment 
in human capital to strengthen internal 
capabilities.

It should be clarified that China’s 
endeavors to expand domestic demand are 
not in conflict with opening the country 
wider. The greater domestic demand is, the 
more appealing the Chinese market will be 
to foreign investment.

With its superlarge domestic market 
and institutional advantages, China has the 
potential to further boost domestic demand 
to make it a major driver of sustainable 
growth. And expanding domestic demand is 
the key to the upgrading, transformation and 
sustainable growth of the Chinese economy 
in the challenging times.

– Courtesy of China Daily

BEIJING – China will impose anti-
dumping duties on European Union pork 
imports for five years, but at lower rates than 
temporary levies in place since September, 
Beijing announced yesterday.

The levies come after a probe launched 
by China last year concluded that European 
pork imports “were being dumped, and 
the domestic industry suffered substantial 
damages” as a result, the commerce ministry 
said in a statement yesterday.

The duties will range from 4.9 percent to 
19.8 percent – down from temporary levies 
of 15.6 to 62.4 percent – and will be applied 
from December 17, it said.

“At present, the domestic industry is 
facing difficulties, and there are strong 
calls for protection,” a commerce ministry 
spokesperson said.

They added that the investigation’s 
conclusions were “objective, fair, and impartial”.

The agriculture minister of Spain – Europe’s 
top producer of pork and its derivatives – said 
Spanish exporters faced an average duty of 9.8 
percent, below an overall average of 19 percent.

The measures were therefore “acceptable” 
for Spain and the result “minimised”, Luis 
Planas told reporters in Madrid.

China, the world’s leading consumer of 
pork, imported 4.3 billion yuan (USD$600 
million) in pork products from Spain alone last 
year, according to official Chinese customs data.

France, meanwhile, exported 115,000 
tonnes of pork to China in 2024, according to 
industry association Inaporc.

The French pork industry welcomed 
Beijing’s decision, with Inaporc describing it 
as “a relief” for domestic producers.

French companies were previously 
subjected to a provisional duty rate up to 62.4 
percent for some products and an average 20 
percent for others, Inaporc said.

According to the new measures, Groupe 
Bigard, a major French pork producer, will be 
charged 9.8 percent, while Danish Crown will 
be hit with an 18.6 percent levy.

The current trade spat erupted last summer 
when the EU moved towards imposing hefty 
tariffs on Chinese electric vehicles, claiming 
that Beijing’s –  alleged – subsidies were 
unfairly undercutting European competitors.

Beijing denied that claim and announced 
what were widely seen as retaliatory probes 
into imported European pork, brandy and 
dairy products.

Giuseppe Aloisio, general director of the 
Spanish meat industry association Anice, told 
AFP the measure was “unfair” and “punishes 
an exemplary industry for no reason”.

It was “unacceptable that our sector is 
used as a bargaining chip in a trade dispute – 
that of electric vehicles – that has absolutely 
nothing to do with us,” said Aloisio.

European producers criticised the 
imposition of temporary duties on pork in 
September, denying the dumping allegations.

They argued that Chinese consumers pay 
more than Europeans for products that the 
latter often ignore, such as pigs’ trotters or ears.

The EU ran a trade deficit of more than 
US$350 billion with China in 2024.

French President Emmanuel Macron 
said this month that Europe would consider 
adopting strong measures against China, 
including tariffs, if the trade imbalance was 
not addressed.        – AFP

An immersive dance drama “Ancient Sound of Dunhuang” is staged in Dunhuang, Gansu Province, 

on Monday. Blending elements drawn from the murals and sculptures of Dunhuang, the performance 

features elaborately designed stage, holographic display, and awe-inspiring dance.     – Xinhua

China launches satellite to 
enhance survey, mapping 

service capabilities

China to impose anti-dumping 
duties on EU pork for 5 years

Expanding domestic demand 
a strategic move to sustain high-

quality development
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Satya Adhi with Marchio Gor-
biano in Jakarta

PENGIDAM – Nurlela Agusfitri 
has nowhere to turn after losing her 
home and business to devastating 
floods that wreaked havoc on her 
Indonesian island of Sumatra, 
killing more than 1,000 people.

Nearly three weeks since the 
massive deluge ravaged the island, 
40-year-old Nurlela picked her 
way barefoot through uprooted 
trees and debris, as victims and 
civil society groups clamoured for 
international aid.

The latest government figures 
issued yesterday put the death 
toll at 1,030 people. Another 205 
remain missing in the aftermath 
of one of the deadliest natural 
disasters to hit Sumatra’s resource-
rich Aceh province, the scene of a 
killer tsunami in 2004.

Nurlela said she had fled with 
her two children as the water lapped 
around her house in Pengidam village, 
where she used to run a kiosk selling 
goods like cooking oil and sugar.

When she came back, there was 
nothing left.

“I saw my house destroyed, swept 
away by the water. My belongings were 
scattered everywhere,” she told AFP.

“I cried when I saw it. Oh God, 
it was so difficult for me to build 
this house. Where will I go after 
this?” she asked.

Despite the efforts by the 
Indonesian government, frustration 
is mounting over sluggish relief 
efforts which has fuelled demands 
on Jakarta to declare a national 
disaster and permit international 
assistance into affected areas.

Before the waters came, dozens 
of families in Nurlela’s village 
relied on palm oil plantations and 
livestock farming for a living.

But now the landscape has 
completely changed: wooden logs 
and mud have buried the village, 
and homes and palm oil plantations 
are gone, an AFP reporter saw.

‘Work together’
Villager Cahyo Aulia, 31, said his 

house was flattened by wooden logs.

“People don’t even recognise 
the boundaries of their homes 
around here,” the plantation 
labourer said.

In the provincial capital Banda 
Aceh, student groups and civil 
society organisations gathered 
outside the local parliament 
yesterday, demanding swifter 
action and greater mobilisation of 
national resources for relief efforts.

Organisers said that a national 
disaster declaration, which the 
government has so far resisted, was 
needed given the widespread damage.

One placard carried by 
protesters called a formal 
declaration “non-negotiable”.

President Prabowo Subianto 
insisted on Monday that Jakarta 
had sufficient capacity to respond, 
arguing that only a part of the vast 
archipelago was affected.

“We have mobilised 
[resources]. This is three 
provinces out of 38 provinces. 
So, the situation is under control,” 
Prabowo told a cabinet meeting.

The president announced plans 
to establish a task force to oversee 
rehabilitation and reconstruction, 
while confirming he had declined 
offers of foreign assistance.

Surya Firdaus, founder of food 
assistance NGO Beulangong Raja 
Aceh Foundation called on Jakarta “to 
lower its ego and accept foreign aid”.

“Now is no longer about 
showing off who can help the 
people, but how can we work 
together with other countries to 

help people affected by the floods,” 
he told AFP.

Call for help
The provincial government in 

Aceh said it had already turned to 
several United Nations agencies 
for help, citing their previous aid 
campaigns in the wake of the 2004 
tsunami.

UNICEF Indonesia said it 
had received the request and was 
identifying priority needs to bolster 
government-led efforts, according 
to a statement on Monday.

Sara Ferrer Olivella, resident 
representative of the United 
Nations Development Programme 
in Indonesia, said her agency was 
assessing early recovery support for 
authorities and affected communities 
in line with its mandate.

Back in 2004, foreign assistance 
in rehabilitation and reconstruction 
“was very helpful” and enabled 
relatively rapid recovery, said Revi 
Rinaldi, 45, whose food stall in 
Kesehatan village now serves as a 
makeshift shelter for his family.

“But today, with the wider impact 
of the disaster, we residents wonder 
why the government hasn’t opened 
up international aid,” he told AFP.

Back in Pengidam, Nurlela said 
the future was uncertain.

“We are wondering where 
we’ll go after this if there’s no 
government assistance,” she said.

“Even if we get housing 
assistance from the government, 
we have no land anymore.”  – AFP

A fallen tree marked with ‘HELP’ in spray paint remains in Aceh Tamiang, Northern 

Sumatra, yesterday, in the aftermath of a flash flood about three weeks ago, as the 
restoration of people’s essential services and livelihoods is delayed.           – AFP

MANILA – The father and son 
behind one of Australia’s deadliest 
mass shootings spent nearly all 
of November in the Philippines, 
authorities in Manila confirmed 
yesterday, with the father entering 
on an Indian passport.

Sajid Akram and his son Naveed, 
who killed 15 people and wounded 
dozens of others at a Hanukkah 
celebration on Sydney’s Bondi Beach, 
entered the country on November 1 
with the southern province of Davao 
listed as their final destination.

The province on the southern 
island of Mindanao has a long 
history of Islamist insurgencies 
against central government rule.

“Sajid Akram, 50, Indian national, 
and Naveed Akram, 24, Australian 
national, arrived in the Philippines 
together last November 1, 2025 from 
Sydney, Australia,” immigration 
spokeswoman Dana Sandoval told AFP.

“Both reported Davao as their final 
destination. They left the country on 
November 28, 2025 on a connecting 
flight from Davao to Manila, with 
Sydney as their final destination.”

Australian Prime Minister Anthony 
Albanese said yesterday that the 
two men had likely been radicalised 
by “Islamic State ideology”.

In a statement responding to 
reports that the Bondi shooters 
had trained in the Philippines, the 
National Security Council said there 

had been no information at the time of 
their visit suggesting the men posed 
“a serious or immediate concern”.

“We don’t know why they went 
there. There was no report about 
them,” National Security Council 
spokesman Cornelio Valencia told 
AFP over the phone.

“We’re acting for our counterparts, 
so we will check their reports,” he said, 
adding his agency had not yet come 
across anything confirming the men 
had trained in the archipelago nation.

“[Islamic militancy] is not such 
a big problem now, because we 
have degraded them since Marawi,” 
Valencia added.

Pro-Islamic State Maute and Abu 
Sayyaf militants – including foreign 
and local fighters – held Mindanao’s 
Marawi under siege in 2017.

The Philippine military wrested 
back the ruined city after a five-
month battle that claimed more than 
1,000 lives and displaced hundreds 
of thousands of people.

While insurgent activity in 
Mindanao has significantly abated 
in the years since, the Philippine 
army continues to hunt leaders of 
groups deemed to be “terrorists”.

A spokesman for the army’s 
Mindanao-based 6th Infantry Division 
told AFP yesterday that they had 
heard nothing in recent years about 
IS-linked training camps or foreigners 
training with local insurgents.  – AFP

SINGAPORE – Singapore’s 
High Court dismissed yesterday 
the first legal challenge in years 
to the city-state’s mandatory death 
penalty for certain drug crimes, a 
blow for campaigners in a year that 
has seen executions peak.

Human rights activists and 
relatives of three executed drug 
convicts had petitioned the court, 
arguing that the mandatory 
death penalty violates parts 
of Singapore’s constitution 
guaranteeing the right to life and 
equal protection under the law.

They also said legislation 
restricts judges from using their 
own discretion in issuing sentences, 
despite amendments in 2012 that 
carved out some exceptions.

Judge Hoo Sheau Peng ruled 

that the petitioners lacked legal 
standing, while saying that “in any 
event, [the case] is bound to fail on 
the merits.”

The petitioners said in a statement 
to AFP they were disappointed by 
the ruling and may appeal it.

“We are surprised that the 
judgement came so quickly, as there 
were a number of fresh and nuanced 
arguments raised,” they said.

Heard earlier this month, it 
was the first legal challenge to the 
decades-old law in 15 years.

The petitioners had said it was 
the right time for a change, after 
executions hit a 22-year high.

The death penalty is mandatory in 
Singapore for drug trafficking above 
certain quantities, such as 500 grams 
of cannabis or 15 grams of heroin.

This year alone, the country 
has executed 17 prisoners, mostly 
convicted drug traffickers – the 
highest annual figure since 2003.

Activists say 40 prisoners, all drug 
convicts, are currently on death row.

Previous legal challenges to 
the law, including in 2010, were 
unsuccessful.

Officials maintain that the 
death penalty has made Singapore 
one of the world’s safest cities, 
and a government survey in 2023 
showed strong public support for 
capital punishment being used for 
serious crimes.

Singapore carried out its latest 
executions in November, when 
three people were hanged within 
two days. Two others were hanged 
on October 15.     – AFP

TOKYO – Japan lifted a rare 
warning for a potential megaquake 
a week after a magnitude-7.5 tremor 
struck off its northern coast, the country’s 
weather agency said yesterday.

The December 8 quake triggered 
tsunami waves of up to 70 centimetres 
and injured more than 40 people, but no 
major damage was reported, according 
to the Japan Meteorological Agency 
(JMA) and the Fire and Disaster 
Management Agency (FDMA).

In the wake of the tremor, JMA 
officials issued a rare advisory, warning 
of an elevated risk of a megaquake 
– defined as magnitude 8.0 or larger 
tremor – in the north of the country.

Scientists say that after an 
earthquake of magnitude 7.0 or 
larger, there is a one percent chance 
of a megaquake within seven days, 
and the advisory urges people to 
prepare emergency bags should 
they need to evacuate quickly.

JMA official Issei Suganuma 
told AFP yesterday that the “special 
warning period for residents had 
expired at midnight”.

“But it doesn’t mean that quakes 
will not happen again, so we’d 
like residents to remain vigilant,” 
Suganuma added.

The JMA said there was still a 
heightened risk of a megaquake 
occurring off the northern coast, but 
it would decline as time passes.

According to the government’s 
disaster prevention guidelines issued 
in March, an offshore megaquake in 
the Hokkaido-Sanriku region – where 
the latest advisory applied – could 
cause a tsunami up to 30 metres and 
kill as many as 199,000 people.

It could also destroy up to 
220,000 houses and buildings and 
cause up to 31 trillion yen (US$200 
billion) in economic damage, the 
guidelines said.      – AFP

Japan’s Seiya Tsutsumi (left) and Philippines’ Nonito Donaire (right) pose for photos 

at an official weigh-in in Tokyo yesterday, ahead of their WBA Bantamweight title 
match today at Tokyo’s Kokugikan.                  – AFP

Indonesians reeling from !ood devastation 
plea for global help

Bondi Beach suspect visited Philippines 
on Indian passport

Singapore court dismisses challenge to mandatory death penalty

Japan lifts megaquake advisory week 
after powerful tremor
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BANGKOK – The populist 
party founded by Thailand’s 
former leader Thaksin Shinawatra 
nominated his nephew yesterday as 
its top choice for prime minister in 
the upcoming election.

Thaksin, a 76-year-old political 
heavyweight and one of Thailand’s 
richest people, is currently serving 
a prison sentence in Bangkok for 
corruption during his time in office.

His party, Pheu Thai, selected 
biomedical engineering professor 
Yodchanan Wongsawat as its first-
listed candidate for prime minister in 
the general election set for February 8.

Yodchanan, 46, is a son of ex-prime 
minister Somchai Wongsawat and 
Thaksin’s sister, Yaowapa Wongsawat.

He told reporters in the capital 
yesterday that his relation to 
Thaksin came with the advantage of 
a singular vision.

“I think that would be an 
advantage for us as a party. We 
actually have one vision that would 

be for the people,” he said.
Asked about his security 

policy, as deadly border clashes 
with Cambodia rage after a long-
standing conflict reignited this 
month, Yodchanan said it “would be 
straightforward”.

“Sovereignty would be the 
priority and we need to save our 
people,” he added.

The renewed fighting has killed 
at least 32 people, including 16 
Thai soldiers, a Thai civilian and 15 
civilians in Cambodia, officials said.

It has also displaced around 
800,000 people on both sides.

Yodchanan entered politics in 
2014, running for parliament in the 
northern Shinawatra stronghold of 
Chiang Mai.

But a court nullified the 
election after protesters against the 
government led by Thaksin’s sister, 
Yingluck, blocked polling sites.

Yodchanan received his PhD 
in electrical engineering from the 

University of Texas at Arlington, 
and teaches in the biomedical 
engineering department at Mahidol 
University in Thailand.

He holds patents for several 
medical devices, including a “brain-
controlled wheelchair” and “brain-
based sleep alarm system”, according 
to a CV provided by his party.

The Shinawatra clan has for 
two decades been the key foe of 
Thailand’s pro-military, pro-royalty 
elite, who view their populist 
brand of politics as a threat to the 
traditional social order.

But the Shinawatra dynasty has 
faced a series of legal and political 
setbacks, including the court-ordered 
removal of Thaksin’s daughter, 
Paetongtarn, as prime minister in 
August over an ethics breach.

Pheu Thai’s two other prime minister 
candidates include its party leader and 
former deputy finance minister Julapun 
Amornvivat and veteran politician 
Suriya Jungrungreangkit.      – AFP

NEW DELHI – Indian police 
said yesterday they had arrested 
the owners of a nightclub where 
25 people died in a blaze in tourist 
hub Goa, after they were extradited 
from Thailand.

Brothers Saurabh and Gaurav 
Luthra fled on a flight to Phuket in 
Thailand soon after the incident on 
December 7, before police raided 
their residence in New Delhi.

Goa Police said in a statement 
they had “taken custody of the 
absconding accused” upon their 

arrival in New Delhi.
The duo would likely to be 

taken to Goa where charges would 
be filed against them over the deaths 
of 25 people, including four Nepali 
citizens.

Goa, a former Portuguese colony 
on the shores of the Arabian Sea, 
lures millions of tourists every year 
with its nightlife, sandy beaches and 
laid-back atmosphere.

India’s foreign ministry had sus-
pended the owners’ passports soon 
after they fled, and sought their extra-

dition from authorities in Thailand.
The brothers were detained 

in Phuket on December 11, and 
deported to India yesterday.

The blaze at the club was likely 
caused by “electrical firecrackers”, 
officials said, with most people dying 
due to suffocation in the basement 
and kitchen area after wooden parts 
of the venue caught fire.

Fires are common in India 
due to poor building practices, 
overcrowding and lack of safety 
regulations.      – AFP

KATHMANDU – Nepal 
launched yesterday a nationwide tiger 
census, a key step in conservation 
efforts to aid the recovery of the big 
cats that once faced near extinction 
in the Himalayan nation.

The survey will be conducted 
in four national parks in Nepal’s 
forested southern plains, covering 
more than 8,000 square kilometres 
of protected areas and adjoining 
forests, officials said.

More than 2,300 motion-
sensitive camera traps will 
be deployed, with over 250 
conservation staff mobilised 
for the operation covering the 
Chitwan, Banke, Bardiya and 
Shuklaphanta national parks.

Results are expected by July 
2026.

Ecologist Haribhadra Acharya, 
coordinator of the National Tiger 
Census Technical Committee, said 
cameras helped scientists isolate 
individual animals with their 
unique stripe patterns, identifying 
them to prevent double counting.

“We have adopted capture 
and recapture methodology with 
camera traps,” Acharya told AFP.

Around 800 cameras will be 
installed in Chitwan National Park 
from tomorrow, according to Abinash 
Thapa Magar of the park authority.

“The survey is aimed at 
tracking the status of the tiger 
– their habitat and status of prey 
availability, and conflict with 
humans,” Magar told AFP.

Deforestation, habitat encroach-
ment and poaching have devastated 
tiger populations across Asia, but 
Nepal has been widely praised for 
its conservation efforts.

A 2022 survey found that the 
country’s tiger population had 
tripled to 355 since 2010, while 
numbers of one-horned rhinoceros 
have risen from around 100 in the 
1960s to 752 in 2021.

Conservation success has 
extended beyond tigers. A first 
nationwide survey released in 
April estimated nearly 400 snow 
leopards.    – AFP

Thanaporn Promyamyai with Suy 
Se in Phnom Penh

BANGKOK – Thailand said 
yesterday that Cambodia must be 
first to announce a truce to halt 
fighting between the two nations 
after more than a week of deadly 
clashes in a reignited border conflict.

“As the aggressor onto Thai 
territory, Cambodia must announce 
the ceasefire first,” Thai foreign 
ministry spokeswoman Maratee 
Nalita Andamo told reporters in 
Bangkok, adding that Cambodia 
must also cooperate in de-mining 
efforts at the border “sincerely”.

Renewed fighting between the 
Southeast Asian neighbours this month 
has killed at least 32 people, including 
soldiers and civilians, and displaced 
around 800,000, officials said.

Each side has blamed the other 
for instigating the clashes, claiming 
self-defence and trading accusations 
of attacks on civilians.

Cambodia did not immediately 
respond to Thailand’s statement.

US President Donald Trump, 
who intervened in the border conflict 
earlier this year, last week claimed 
the two countries had agreed to a 
ceasefire beginning Saturday night.

Cambodian Prime Minister Hun 

Manet said his country supported 
the ceasefire initiative of Malaysia, 
chair of the ASEAN regional bloc, 
with Washington’s participation.

But fighting has continued 
daily since December 7, spreading 
to seven provinces on each side of 
the border, and Bangkok denied 
Trump’s claim of an agreed truce.

Cambodia, which is outgunned 
and outspent by Bangkok’s military, 
said Monday that Thai forces had 
expanded their attack “deep into” 
Cambodian territory.

Phnom Penh accused Thai forces 
of bombing Siem Reap province, 
home to the centuries-old Angkor 
temples – the country’s top tourist 
draw – for the first time in the latest 
round of clashes.

The fighting, with artillery, tanks 
and Thai jets, has killed 16 Thai soldiers, 
one Thai civilian and 15 Cambodian 
civilians, according to officials.

Phnom Penh had not reported 
any military deaths in the latest 
round of fighting.

The conflict stems from a 
territorial dispute over the colonial-era 
demarcation of their 800-kilometre 
border and a smattering of ancient 
temple ruins situated on the frontier.

Five days of fighting in July 

killed dozens of people before a 
truce was brokered by the United 
States, China and Malaysia, and 
then broken within months.

In October, Trump backed a 
follow-on joint declaration between 
Thailand and Cambodia, touting new 
trade deals after they agreed in Kuala 
Lumpur to prolong their truce.

But Thailand suspended the 
agreement the following month, 
after Thai soldiers were wounded by 
landmines while on patrol at the border.

Bangkok has accused Cambodia 
of laying fresh mines. Phnom Penh 
has denied the allegation.

ASEAN foreign ministers are 
due to meet on Monday in Malaysia 
for emergency talks aimed at finding 
a diplomatic solution.

Thailand said Tuesday that between 
5,000 and 6,000 Thai nationals remain 
stranded in the Cambodian border 
town of Poipet after Phnom Penh 
closed its land border crossings with 
its neighbour on Saturday.

Cambodia’s interior ministry 
said in a statement that the border 
closures were a “necessary 
measure” to reduce risks to civilians 
amid the ongoing combat, adding 
that air travel remained an option 
for departures.       – AFP

GENEVA - The number of 
people facing acute food insecurity 
in Afghanistan this winter is on the 
rise, and now stands at more than 
17 million, the United Nations 
warned yesterday.

“The situation is getting 
worse, and we need to act now as 
Afghanistan is entering the winter 
period where needs are highest,” 
said Jean-Martin Bauer, director 
of food security and nutrition 
analysis at the UN’s World Food 
Programme.

More than 17 million people 
are facing acute food insecurity: 
“three million more than last year”, 
he told a press briefing in Geneva.

Furthermore, “there are almost 
four million children in a situation 
of acute malnutrition”, he said.

Speaking from WFP’s Rome 
headquarters, Bauer said the 
situation was down to a combination 
of factors, including drought 
affecting crops and livestock, 
earthquakes that have plunged 
many families into poverty, and 
cuts in international aid.

Added to this, the forced return 
of more than 2.5 million Afghans 
from Iran and Pakistan this year 
“is putting stress on very limited 
resources” and the “very limited 
infrastructure in the country”.

WFP expects a similar number 
of people to return to Afghanistan 
in 2026.

The organisation currently has 
only 12 percent of the funds needed 
for its programmes in the country.

Bauer indicated that due to lack of 
money, WFP is unable to undertake 
its usual winter preparations, such 
as pre-positioning food resources in 
vulnerable communities.

He urged donors to step 
forward to avert “the most extreme 
impact” in Afghanistan.

“What we need is US$570 
million over the next six months 
to provide essential assistance 
to about six million people in 
Afghanistan,” he said.

“We need to make sure that the 
country remains in the headlines...
because of the very high levels of 
vulnerability,” he added.   – AFP

This picture taken on Monday and released by North Korea’s official Korean 
Central News Agency (KCNA) via KNS yesterday shows North Korean leader 
Kim Jong Un (front left), his wife Ri Sol Ju (front, right) and his daughter Ju Ae 
inspecting the newly completed food factory in Kangdong County, Pyongyang.  
              – AFP

Thailand says Cambodia must announce cease!re 
‘!rst’ to stop !ghting

Thai party nominates ex-leader Thaksin’s nephew as PM candidate

India arrests owners over nightclub blaze 
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Nepal starts tiger census to track recovery

UN warns 17 million risk food insecurity 
in Afghanistan
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Frankie Taggart
WASHINGTON – Donald 

Trump’s top national security 
officials faced a grilling from senators 
yesterday on US strikes against 
alleged drug boats in the Caribbean 
and Pacific – operations that have 
raised alarms about escalating 
military force near Venezuela.

The briefing, led by Defense 
Secretary Pete Hegseth and Secretary 
of State Marco Rubio, came amid 
mounting unease in Congress over 
the president’s widening campaign 
in waters off Latin America, and as 
lawmakers weigh measures to curb 
Trump’s authority to act without 
their approval.

US officials say the operations 
target narcotics bound for American 
shores.

Critics counter that the campaign – 
which has destroyed at least 26 boats 
and killed at least 95 people, according 
to US military figures – is legally 
ambiguous and strategically unclear.

The classified session preceded a 
possible Senate vote on resolutions 
aimed at restricting Trump from 
launching military action against 
Venezuela without congressional 
consent.

But Senate Democratic Minority 
Leader Chuck Schumer told 
reporters as he left the room that the 
officials had offered nothing new.

“The administration came to this 
briefing empty handed... and if they 
can’t be transparent on this, how 
can you trust their transparency on 
all the other issues swirling about in 
the Caribbean?” Schumer said.

The boat strikes have drawn 
particular scrutiny over a September 
2 operation in which US forces 
carried out a follow-up attack on a 
disabled boat, killing two survivors 
of the initial strike.

Senators from both parties have 
demanded answers on the legal basis 
for that attack and why Congress 
has been denied full access to video 
footage, which so far has been shown 
only to a handful of senior lawmakers.

Schumer has warned that secrecy 
– combined with the presence of US 

troops and a carrier group in the 
region – risked dragging the country 
into another open-ended conflict.

He told reporters he reiterated 
the demand for every senator to 
be given access to the complete, 
unedited tape of the September 2 
strike but was rebuffed.

‘Highly successful mission’
Rubio and Hegseth defended 

the “highly successful mission” 
as they left the briefing, saying it 
was targeting designated terrorist 
organizations and cartels they 
accuse of trafficking drugs and 
weapons into the United States.

Rubio said the Pentagon would 
allow members of the House and 
Senate Armed Services Committees 
to view the video later this week 
alongside the commander who 
ordered them, Admiral Frank Bradley.

“But, in keeping with 
longstanding... Department of 
Defence policy, we’re not going to 
release a top secret, full, unedited 
video of that to the general public,” 
Hegseth added.

Beyond the boat strikes, the 
administration has ratcheted up 
pressure on Venezuelan President 
Nicolas Maduro – deepening 
sanctions, deploying warships and 
aircraft near his coastline and seizing 
an oil tanker linked to Caracas.

Trump has declared that 
Maduro’s “days are numbered” and 

pointedly refused to rule out a US 
ground invasion.

Some Republicans have 
questioned whether targeting 
shipwrecked suspects violates 
international law.

Legal experts say the case 
highlights a central tension in 
Trump’s approach – treating drug 
trafficking as an act of war.

This week, Trump signed an 
executive order classifying fentanyl 
– which is stocked and administered 
by hospitals – as a “weapon of 
mass destruction,” an escalation 
supporters say reflects the gravity of 
the opioid crisis.

Specialists note, however, that 
most of the intercepted boats were 
believed to be carrying cocaine, not 
fentanyl.

Despite mounting scrutiny, the 
campaign shows no sign of slowing.

On Monday, the Pentagon said it 
had carried out fresh strikes against 
alleged drug boats in the Pacific, 
killing eight people described as 
“narco-terrorists.”

The Senate briefing also follows 
last week’s dramatic US seizure of 
an oil tanker accused of transporting 
sanctioned Venezuelan fuel in a 
network linked to Iran.

US officials released video 
showing armed forces rappelling 
onto the vessel from a helicopter, 
an operation Caracas denounced as 
“international piracy.”     – AFP

US Secretary of Defence Pete Hegseth (front) arrives for a closed door meeting with 
lawmakers on Capitol Hill yesterday in Washington, DC.                – AFP

Akshata Kapoor
LONDON – The BBC said 

yesterday it would fight a US$10-
billion lawsuit brought by US 
President Donald Trump against 
the British broadcaster over a 
documentary that edited his 2021 
speech ahead of the US Capitol riot.

“As we have made clear 
previously, we will be defending 
this case,” a BBC spokesperson 
said in a statement sent to AFP, 
adding the company would not 
be making “further comment on 
ongoing legal proceedings.”

The lawsuit, filed in federal 
court in Miami, seeks “damages 
in an amount not less than 
US$5,000,000,000” for each of two 
counts against the British broadcaster, 
for alleged defamation and violation 
of the Florida Deceptive and Unfair 
Trade Practices Act.

The video that triggered the 
lawsuit spliced together two 
separate sections of Trump’s speech 
on January 6, 2021 in a way that 
made it appear he explicitly urged 
supporters to attack the Capitol, 
where lawmakers were certifying 
Joe Biden’s 2020 election win.

The lawsuit comes as the UK 
government on Tuesday launched 
the politically sensitive review of 
the BBC’s Royal Charter, which 
outlines the corporation’s funding 
and governance and needs to be 
renewed in 2027.

As part of the review, it launched 
a public consultation on issues 
including the role of “accuracy” in 
the BBC’s mission and contentious 
reforms to the corporation’s funding 
model, which currently relies on 
a mandatory fee for anyone in the 
country who watches television.

Minister Stephen Kinnock 
stressed after the lawsuit was 
filed that the UK government “is 
a massive supporter of the BBC”.

The BBC has “been very clear 
that there is no case to answer in 
terms of Mr Trump’s accusation 
on the broader point of libel or 
defamation. I think it’s right the 
BBC stands firm on that point,” 
Kinnock told Sky News on Tuesday.

Trump, 79, had said the lawsuit was 

imminent, claiming the BBC had “put 
words in my mouth”, even positing 
that “they used AI or something.”

The documentary at issue aired 
last year before the 2024 election, 
on the BBC’s “Panorama” flagship 
current affairs program.

Apology letter
“The formerly respected and 

now disgraced BBC defamed 
President Trump by intentionally, 
maliciously, and deceptively 
doctoring his speech in a brazen 
attempt to interfere in the 
2024 Presidential Election,” a 
spokesperson for Trump’s legal 
team said in a statement to AFP.

“The BBC has a long pattern of 
deceiving its audience in coverage 
of President Trump, all in service 
of its own leftist political agenda,” 
the statement added.

The British Broadcasting 
Corporation, whose audience extends 
well beyond the United Kingdom, 
faced a period of turmoil last month 
after a media report brought renewed 
attention to the edited clip.

The scandal led the BBC 
director general, Tim Davie, and the 
organisation’s top news executive, 
Deborah Turness, to resign.

Trump’s lawsuit says the 
edited speech in the documentary 
was “fabricated and aired by the 
Defendants one week before the 
2024 Presidential Election in a 
brazen attempt to interfere in and 
influence the Election’s outcome 
to President Trump’s detriment.”

The BBC has denied Trump’s 
claims of legal defamation, though 
BBC chairman Samir Shah has 
sent Trump a letter of apology.

Shah also told a UK 
parliamentary committee last month 
the broadcaster should have acted 
sooner to acknowledge its mistake 
after the error was disclosed in a 
memo, which was leaked to The 
Daily Telegraph newspaper.

The BBC lawsuit is the latest in 
a string of legal actions Trump has 
taken against media companies 
in recent years, several of which 
have led to multi-million-dollar 
settlements.    – AFP

Paul Barker and Jo Biddle
LIVERPOOL – A driver who in 

a fit of road rage drove into crowds 
celebrating Liverpool’s Premier 
League victory was yesterday jailed 
for 21 years and six months for causing 
scenes of “horror and devastation”.

Paul Doyle, 54, sobbed openly 
in court as victim impact statements 
were read out, telling of people’s 
permanent injuries and how they 
had been left with nightmares and 
painful memories.

“What should have been a day 
of communal celebration has been 
instead left as a lasting legacy of fear, 
injury and loss across this community,” 
Judge Andrew Menary told him.

“Your actions caused horror and 
devastation on a scale not previously 
encountered by this court.”

Shocking dashcam clips played 

in court over the two-day sentencing 
hearing showed Doyle aggressively 
beeping his horn, shouting and swearing 
at the crowds to move out of his way.

“The impact extended far beyond 
those named on the indictment, 
parents and children, police officers, 
grandparents, students, tourists and 
passers by were all cut up, caught up 
in the events, which many believed 
in the moment to be a mass casualty 
terror attack,” Menary said.

Doyle used the vehicle as a 
weapon, injuring 134 people over 
the course of less than 10 minutes, 
prosecuting lawyer Paul Greaney told 
Liverpool Crown Court on Monday.

“Paul Doyle just lost his temper 
in his desire to get to where he 
wanted to get to. In a rage he drove 
into the crowd, and when he did so, 
he intended to cause people within 

the crowd serious harm,” he said.
Doyle pleaded guilty to 31 

criminal charges last month, 
including causing grievous bodily 
harm with intent, wounding with 
intent, affray and dangerous driving.

He had previously denied the 
charges and prosecutors said he had 
planned to contest them by arguing that 
he drove into crowds after panicking.

But he changed his plea unexpectedly 
on the second day of his November trial, 
admitting each of the 31 counts, which 
relate to 29 victims aged between six 
months and 77 years old.

Baby thrown from pram
Coyle, a father of two sons, 

left his family home in a Liverpool 
suburb on May 26 in his Ford 
Galaxy Titanium.

He was due to collect a friend who 

had joined the hundreds of thousands 
of fans celebrating Liverpool’s 
victory in claiming a record-equalling 
20th English top-flight title.

Over the course of seven minutes, 
Doyle instead drove his nearly two-tonne 
vehicle seemingly indiscriminately 
into pedestrians, some of whom were 
thrown against the car’s bonnet.

Although no one was killed, 
50 required hospital treatment, 
according to Merseyside Police.

His youngest victim was a six-
month-old baby who was flung from 
his pram but was miraculously unhurt.

Police swiftly declared that the 
incident was not terrorism.

After hitting the first victims, 
Doyle continued down another 
street and struck more people, 
reversing at one point and colliding 
with others as well as an ambulance.

“You had repeated opportunities to 
stop but you chose instead to continue 
that regardless,” Menary said.

The car eventually stopped after 
several people including children 
became trapped beneath it and a 
pedestrian jumped inside and pushed the 
gear into park, helping bring it to a stop.

Onlookers described scenes of 
carnage, including hearing the car 
drive over people and seeing scores 
of victims lying on the street.

“In my 20 years of policing, this 
is the most distressing and graphic 
footage that I have come across in 
terms of his dashcam,” Merseyside 
Police Detective Chief Inspector 
John Fitzgerald told AFP.

“It’s really difficult to comprehend 
how somebody can just drive over 
people in a fit of rage to get to where 
he wants to get to.”      – AFP

BBC says will !ght Trump’s 
US$10 billion defamation lawsuit

Senators grill Trump o"cials on 
US alleged drug boat strikes

Man who hit Liverpool parade jailed for over 21 years
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Issam Ahmed
WASHINGTON – The Arctic has 

experienced its hottest year since records 
began, a US science agency announced 
yesterday, as climate change triggers 
cascading impacts from melting glaciers and 
sea ice to greening landscapes and disruptions 
to global weather.

Between October 2024 and September 
2025, temperatures were 1.60 degrees Celsius 
above the 1991-2020 mean, the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
said in its annual Arctic Report Card, which 
draws on data going back to 1900.

Co-author Tom Ballinger of the University 
of Alaska told AFP it was “certainly 
alarming” to see such rapid warming over so 
short a timespan, calling the trend “seemingly 
unprecedented in recent times and maybe 
back thousands of years.”

The year included the Arctic’s warmest 
autumn, second-warmest winter, and third-
warmest summer since 1900, the report said.

Driven by human-caused burning of fossil 
fuels, the Arctic is warming significantly far 

faster than the global average, with a number 
of reinforcing feedback loops – a phenomenon 
known as “Arctic Amplification.”

For example, rising temperatures increase 
water vapor in the atmosphere, which acts 
like a blanket absorbing heat and preventing 
it from escaping into space.

At the same time, the loss of bright, 
reflective sea ice exposes darker ocean waters 
that absorb more heat from the Sun.

Sea-ice retreat
Springtime – when Arctic sea ice reaches 

its annual maximum – saw the smallest peak 
in the 47-year satellite record in March 2025.

That’s an “immediate issue for polar bears 
and for seals and for walrus, that they use the 
ice as a platform for transportation, for hunting, 
for birthing pups,” co-author Walt Meier of the 
National Snow and Ice Data Center told AFP.

Modelling suggests the Arctic could see 
its first summer with virtually no sea ice by 
2040 or even sooner.

The loss of Arctic sea ice also disrupts 
ocean circulation by injecting freshwater into 

the North Atlantic through melting ice and 
increased rainfall.

This makes surface waters less dense 
and salty, hindering their ability to sink and 
drive the Atlantic Meridional Overturning 
Circulation – including the Gulf Stream – 
which help keep Europe’s winters milder.

Ongoing melt of the Greenland Ice Sheet 
also adds freshwater to the North Atlantic 
Ocean, boosting plankton productivity but 
also creating mismatches between when food 
is available and when the species that depend 
on it are able to feed.

Greenland’s land-based ice loss is also 
a major contributor to global sea-level rise, 
exacerbating coastal erosion and storm-driven 
flooding.

More Arctic blasts
And as the Arctic warms faster than the 

rest of the planet, it weakens the temperature 
contrast that helps keep cold air bottled up 
near the pole, allowing outbreaks of frigid 
weather to spill more frequently into lower 
latitudes, according to some research.

The Arctic’s hydrological cycle is also 
intensifying. The October 2024 – September 
2025 period – also known as the 2024/25 
“water year” – saw record-high spring 
precipitation and ranked among the five 
wettest years for other seasons in records 
going back to 1950.

Warmer, wetter conditions are driving the 
“borealization,” or greening, of large swaths 
of Arctic tundra. In 2025, circumpolar mean 
maximum tundra greenness was the third 
highest in the 26-year modern satellite record, 
with the five highest values all occurring in 
the past six years.

Permafrost thaw, meanwhile, is triggering 
biogeochemical changes, such as the “rusting 
rivers” phenomenon caused by iron released 
from thawing soils.

This year’s report card used satellite 
observations to identify more than 200 
discoloured streams and rivers that 
appeared visibly orange, degrading water 
quality through increased acidity and metal 
concentrations and contributing to the loss of 
aquatic biodiversity.        – AFP

HELSINKI – Finnish Prime Minister 
Petteri Orpo said yesterday that a racism 
scandal that saw the country’s Miss Finland 
being stripped of her crown and several 
politicians posting derogatory images was 
damaging his country’s image.

“Yesterday, during a debate in parliament, 
I said that this has caused damage to our 
country. That is certainly the case,” Orpo 
told reporters yesterday at the sidelines of 
a summit gathering leaders of European 
countries near or bordering Russia.

“Personally, I do not accept racism in 
any form,” he said.

The scandal began last week when the 
2025 Miss Finland, Sarah Dzafce, lost her 
title after sharing a picture on social media 
in November where she pulled back the 
corner of her eyes and squinted alongside 
the caption “eating with a Chinese person” 
in Finnish, which was perceived as a racist 
stereotype of East Asian features.

Two MPs, Kaisa Garedew and Juho Eerola, 
and EMP Sebastian Tynkkynen from the right-
wing populist Finns Party – one of the ruling 
parties in Finland’s coalition government –  
later posted images of themselves on social 
media doing the same gesture, saying it 
was in support of Dzafce and criticising the 
organisation for stripping her of her title.

Eerola later apologised for posting his 
image.

The government’s parliamentary group 
chairpersons on Tuesday jointly condemned 
the posts made by their colleagues.

“This should not have happened. Not 
now and not in the future,” Jukka Kopra, 
the National Coalition Party’s parliamentary 
group chairman told reporters, calling the 
posts “derogatory” and “inappropriate” and 
undermining Finland’s reputation.

Whether the MPs will face any sanctions 
for their behaviour remained unclear, as 
that will be decided by the Finns Party’s 
parliamentary group only later this week.

Orpo said he trusted that the 
parliamentary group “will deal with this 
matter with the appropriate seriousness”.

The pictures have been shared globally, 
and Finnish airline Finnair said the posts had 
impacted the company, public broadcaster 
Yle reported Tuesday.

“We have received several comments 
on Finnair’s Japanese X account about 
these images, which are considered racist 
and discriminatory. The message in the 
comments is consistent: do not travel to 
this country, do not travel with Finnair,” 
Finnair’s communications director Paivyt 
Tallqvist told Yle.     – AFP

LISBON – An Indonesian fisherman 
died yesterday, shortly after he was found by 
rescuers searching for the crew of a vessel 
that sank off the coast of northern Portugal, 
the authorities said.

The National Maritime Authority said 
the victim was one of three crew members 
discovered on a life raft after the vessel went 
down more than 200 nautical miles off Aveiro.

All three – and four others who are still 
missing – were Indonesian, the agency said.

Rescuers yesterday were still trying to 
find three other fishermen whose vessel sank 

on Sunday off the coast of Caminha, near the 
border with Spain in northwest Portugal.

Two others were found.
Portugal has for several years attracted 

Asian workers to its fishing, agriculture and 
restaurant sectors.

The country’s meteorological agency 
yesterday issued an orange weather warning 
– the second-highest of three – for six central 
and southern areas due to heavy seas.

Four regions further north were placed 
under a yellow alert – the lowest level.

– AFP

FRANKFURT AM MAIN – The last car 
rolled off the production line at a Volkswagen 
site in Dresden yesterday, marking the first 
time in company history that it has stopped 
production at a German factory as cost cuts 
bite.

A red electric ID.3 GTX signed by 
workers would be the last car made at the 
plant, Volkswagen Saxony said, making the 
glass-walled “Transparent Factory” the first 
domestic site in the company’s 88-year history 
to have production completely shut down.

“The decision to end vehicle production 
at the Transparent Factory after over 20 years 
was not an easy one to make,” Volkswagen 
brand boss Thomas Schaefer said this month.

“It was, however, absolutely necessary 
from an economic perspective.”

The carmaker has said the site would 
become a research and development centre 
focussed on chips, artificial intelligence and 
robotics, with the Technical University of 
Dresden expected to eventually occupy about 
half of it.

“Socially acceptable alternatives” 
including termination agreements as well 
transfers to other plants would be on offer to 
workers there.

Volkswagen, facing a triple whammy of 
cratering sales in China, a sluggish economy 
in Europe and the costs of investing into 
electric cars, a year ago reached a deal with 
unions to cut 35,000 jobs by 2030 in Germany 
in a bid to cut costs.

The Volkswagen brand continues to 
operate some eight production sites in its 
home country.

Though that deal ruled out compulsory 
redundancies, IG Metall union official Stefan 
Ehly told AFP that he thought Volkswagen would 
have major difficulties ensuring that all employees 
could keep working at the Dresden site.

“Stopping production was agreed,” 
he said. “But it was also agreed that there 
would be a plan for the site, guaranteeing 
employment for all who work there. And that 
just hasn’t happened.”

A Volkswagen spokesman told AFP that the 
2030 deal ruling out compulsory redundancies 
still stood and emphasised that the Dresden site 
was anyway more a distribution and experience 
centre than a full-scale factory.

“There is nobody who will be left without 
a job,” he said. “But there might be some 
people for whom we still have to work out 
what it is that they will do.”

The Transparent Factory has made about 
6,000 cars a year compared to more than 
500,000 at Volkswagen’s Wolfsburg plant.

Automotive analyst Pal Skirta of Metzler 
bank told AFP that further tensions could be 
looming between Volkswagen and unions since 
the carmaker was planning to launch several 
low-cost electric models in coming years.

“With their cost structures it will be 
challenging to make it profitable,” he said. 
“They may have to reduce costs even further.”

– AFP

Displaced Palestinians push a car through floodwaters following heavy rains in Gaza City on Monday. 
The US-sponsored ceasefire, in effect since October 10, halted the war that began after Hamas’s 
deadly attack on Israel on October 7, 2023. But it remains fragile as Israel and Hamas accuse each 
other almost daily of breaches.             – AFP

Arctic sees unprecedented heat as climate impacts cascade
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Football

PARIS – Paris Saint-Germain 
were ordered by a French labour 
court to pay their former forward 
Kylian Mbappe up to 61 million 
euros (US$71.8 million) in unpaid 
wages and bonuses yesterday.

France captain Mbappe, who 
left PSG in June 2024 to join Real 
Madrid, had been claiming over 
260 million euros in total from his 
former club.

PSG in turn had demanded 
Mbappe pay them 440 million euros.

Mbappe, 26, also claimed the 
Qatari-owned reigning European 
champions had applied the wrong 
French legal classification to his 
contract, but that was rejected by 
the court.

The labour court said the final 
figure of between 60 million and 
61 million euros was made up of 55 
million euros in unpaid salary and 
around six million euros in holiday 
payments.

Lawyers for Mbappe said in a 
statement they noted the decision 
“with satisfaction”.

“It re-establishes a simple truth 
- even in the professional football 
industry, labour laws apply to 
everyone,” the lawyers added.

PSG said the club “reserved the 
right to appeal”.

“Paris Saint-Germain acknowl-
edges the judgement handed down by 
the Paris labour court, which it will 
comply with,” the European champi-
ons said in their own statement.

“PSG has always acted in good 
faith and with integrity.”

The French club had said they 
were basing the 440m-euro figure 
they were claiming in part on an 
aborted 300m-euro transfer to Saudi 
club Al Hilal which Mbappe refused 
in June 2023.

Mbappe left for Real Madrid 
on a free transfer when his contract 
expired the following summer.

He insisted he made no 
agreement in 2023 to waive any 

payment from the club.
Mbappe initially filed a 

complaint in June over the way he 
was treated by PSG at the start of 
the 2023-24 season.

Mbappe argues that he was 
sidelined by PSG and made to train 
with players the club were trying to 
offload after refusing to agree a new 
contract.

It is a widespread practice that in 
France prompted the players’ union 
to lodge a complaint last year.

Mbappe was not invited to take 
part in PSG’s 2023 pre-season tour of 
Asia and missed the first game of that 
season but was later recalled to the 
team after holding talks with the club.

After seven seasons with PSG 
he joined Real Madrid where he 
earns a reported annual salary of 
30m euros.

Mbappe scored 256 goals in 308 
games for PSG but the club won the 
Champions League for the first time 
last season following his departure.

– AFP

PSG ordered to pay around 60mn 
euros to Mbappe in wage dispute

LONDON – Pep 
Guardiola said Manches-
ter City will be without 
injured Belgium winger 

Jeremy Doku until the new year.
Doku suffered a leg problem last 

week and was absent from City’s 
3-0 win at Crystal Palace.

Speaking ahead of today’s 
League Cup quarter-final against 
Brentford, City boss Guardiola said 
the influential Doku will not be 
back in action for up to three weeks.

Asked when he is likely to 
return, Guardiola said: “Jeremy 
[will be out] two or three weeks. 
New year at Sunderland maybe.”

Doku’s absence is a major blow 
to Guardiola in the midst of his most 
consistent season with City since 
arriving from French club Rennes 
in 2023.

The 23-year-old has scored three 
goals and provided five assists, with 
his dynamic play on the flanks 
helping City striker Erling Haaland 
enjoy another prolific campaign.

As well as missing Brentford’s 
visit to the Etihad Stadium, Doku 
will be sidelined for Premier 
League games against West Ham 
on December 20 and Nottingham 
Forest on December 27.

City’s trip to face Sunderland at 
the Stadium of Light on January 1 is 
the earliest Doku will be back.

Brazilian winger Savinho is 
likely to be given the chance to 
deputise for Doku after losing his 
place in recent weeks.

He came off the bench to 
win a penalty against Palace, but 
impressed Guardiola was more with 
his work rate.

“He lost one or two balls and in 
two seconds he was a full-back,” 
Guardiola said.

“I was incredibly pleased. Two 
actions where he lost the ball he was 
a machine. He doesn’t like to listen, 
but I had to tell him.

“You come from the bench, you 
have to run double because the other 
guys are tired. Savinho is going to 

play a lot of minutes.”
Trailing leaders Arsenal by 

just two points in a tense title race, 
second-placed City cannot afford 
more injuries heading into the hectic 
Christmas period.

With that in mind, Guardiola will 
make changes for the Brentford clash, 
which comes just 72 hours after the 
hard-fought win over Palace.

“We have some injuries, like 
John [Stones] and Jeremy. We will 
see. It’s one step to get to the semi-
finals,” he said.

“Now we have less recovery. 
The players that didn’t play recently 
are going to play.

“Some from the academy will 
play, because then we play West 
Ham. I’m not saying it’s not a 
priority getting to the League Cup 
semi-finals, but normally when we 
achieve it it’s when we have no 
injuries and we can rotate the team.”

The game will be played 
at 3:30 a.m. tomorrow morning 
Macau time.           – AFP/MPD

Hamraoui loses case 
against PSG over lack 
of support after attack

PARIS – Ex-Paris Saint-
Germain women’s footballer 
Kheira Hamraoui yesterday lost 
her 3.5 million-euro (US$4m) 
claim before a French labour 
court alleging she was forced out 
of the club after she was brutally 
attacked with an iron bar.

The case stemmed from 
a violent assault she suffered 
four years ago with the alleged 
complicity of a teammate.

In November 2021, Hamraoui 
was attacked by two masked men 
after returning from a team dinner 
in a car with teammate Aminata 
Diallo.

After Diallo was detained 
and charged with instigating the 
attack, Hamraoui was allegedly 
the victim of bullying by some of 
PSG’s players.

Hamraoui was seeking 
damages from her former club, 
alleging a lack of support.

She claimed she was 
“ostracised” on the pitch, in the 
changing room and suffered 
harassment on social media.

As a result she was forced to 
leave the Parisian club in 2023 to 
join less prestigious clubs, first in 
Mexico and then Saudi Arabia.

Her lawyer Pascal-Pierre 
Garbarini told AFP she would 
appeal yesterday’s decision.

“The case is strong,” Garbarini 
said.

“The labour court 
demonstrated a lack of 
understanding of the sports 
environment, a point I will 
elaborate on further and with 
greater precision before the judges 
of the Court of Appeal, who are 
professional magistrates.”

PSG said in a statement the 
decision “confirms that the club 
acted in accordance with the law 
and its contractual obligations 
throughout the employment 
relationship” with Hamraoui.

– AFP

Manchester United 
‘wanted me to leave’, 
claims Fernandes

L I S B O N 
– Manchester 
United captain 

Bruno Fernandes told Portuguese 
media the Premier League club 
had wanted to sell him this 
summer after receiving interest 
from Saudi Arabia.

But the 31-year-old claimed 
manager Ruben Amorim still 
had him in his plans and that 
convinced him to stay at Old 
Trafford.

“My passion and empathy 
for the club were the same, but 
there comes a point where money 
becomes more important to them 
than you,” Fernandes told Canal 
11, a channel owned by the 
Portuguese Football Federation, 
on Monday.

“The club wanted me to leave. 
I said it to the directors and I think 
they didn’t have the courage to 

make that decision because the 
coach wanted me.

“But if I had said I wanted to 
leave, even if the coach wanted 
me to stay, the club would have 
let me go.”

Fernandes, who has 103 goals 
in 307 appearances for Man Utd in 
all competitions since arriving in 
2020, was also reportedly hurt by 
the club hierarchy’s willingness 
to part ways with him.

“The feeling I got from the 
club was, ‘if you leave, it’s not so 
bad for us’. That hurt me a little,” 
he said, according to comments 
reported on the website of 
Portuguese sports daily A Bola.

The playmaker said he 
had considered a move to 
Saudi Arabia, following in the 
footsteps of compatriot Cristiano 
Ronaldo who made the move 
to the kingdom in 2023 after his 
acrimonious departure from Old 
Trafford.    – AFP

Real Madrid coach: 
Situation same after 
Alaves win

MADRID – Real 
Madrid coach Xabi 
Alonso insisted yester-
day that his position at 
the club “remains the 

same” despite Sunday’s 2-1 win 
away to Deportivo Alaves easing 
immediate pressure on him.

Kylian Mbappe and Rodrygo 
scored in that victory, which 
came amid media speculation that 
Alonso’s future could hinge on 
the result.

Real Madrid now turns its 
attention to the Copa del Rey, 
traveling to third-tier (RFEF I) 
Talavera in the third round. Asked 
in his pre-match press conference 
whether Sunday’s win had 
changed his situation, Alonso said 
it had not.

“The situation, before and 
after, remains the same,” he 
replied, adding that he and 
the club “maintain very good 
communication.”

“We’re in this together, 
each with our own roles, but 
our communication is fluid, the 
trust is constant and we share 
respect, ambition, and a desire to 
improve,” Alonso said.

He also dismissed suggestions 
of issues within the squad when 
asked if his relationship with the 
players had changed.

“We have always fought for 
the same objectives. We know 
there are good times and not-
so-good times, and that unity is 
fundamental,” Alonso responded.

“Relationships develop, and 
we get to know each other better 
over time. We’re at that moment 
now, and now we are focussed 
on finishing strongly ahead of the 
Christmas break.”

“We want to continue what 
we’re doing, to keep building on 
it and making it better both in 
the changing room, on the field, 
in our play, in attack, defense, in 
everything,” he concluded.

– Xinhua

Football shorts

Man City star Doku sidelined until new year

Paris Saint-Germain’s French 
forward Kylian Mbappe looks 
on before the start of the UEFA 
Champions League quarter-final 
second leg against FC Barcelona at 
the Estadi Olimpic Lluis Companys 
in Barcelona on April 16, 2024. 
French football club PSG was 
sentenced yesterday, by a the Paris 
labour court to pay 59.2 million euros 
to French forward Kylian Mbappe in 
a wage dispute.         – AFP
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BANGKOK – A Thai eSports 
player competing in an Arena of 
Valor women’s match has been 
expelled from the Southeast Asian 
Games in Bangkok for cheating, 
the host’s eSports federation said 
yesterday, leading to her whole 
team pulling out.

Thai gamer Warasin Naphat 
“committed an offence... by using 
unauthorised third-party software 
or hardware modification during 
Game 1” of a match on Monday, 
according to a letter from a SEA 
Games delegate released by the 
Thailand Esports Federation (TESF).

Warasin was also filmed raising 
her middle finger during a televised 
broadcast of the event in Bangkok, 
local media reported.

“After further investigation, 
conclusive evidence was found, 
which led to the imposition of a 

Personal Penalty resulting in her 
Expulsion from the entirety of the 
Esports Competition,” the letter said.

The TESF said yesterday in a 
post on Facebook that it accepted 
the decision by organisers to expel 
Warasin - and announced the 
withdrawal of her entire team from 
the SEA Games.

“Please forgive our team for 
their mistake. My team and I are 
truly sorry,” TESF president Santi 
Lothong said in a recorded statement.

“We love our sport and cannot 
let anything, no matter who do it, 
make our sport look so bad.”

Esports, or competitive video 
game tournaments, was included in 
the SEA Games for the first time in 
2019.

This year the event includes 
competitions in four categories: 
FC Online, Mobile Legends: Bang 

Bang, Free Fire and Arena of Valor, 
a multiplayer online battle game.

The SEA Games officially 
opened last week and run until 
December 20 in Bangkok and the 
nearby coastal province of Chonburi, 
with thousands of athletes from 
Southeast Asian nations competing 
in events ranging from football and 
fencing to skateboarding, sailing 
and combat sports.

But deadly clashes this month 
between Thailand and Cambodia 
over a long-standing border dispute 
have overshadowed the regional 
sport showdown.

Phnom Penh announced a day 
after the opening ceremony that it 
was withdrawing its athletes “for 
safety reasons”.

Host Thailand leads the overall 
medal count, followed by Indonesia 
and Vietnam.      – AFP

Portuguese GP to 
return in 2027

F1
BEIJING – The Portuguese 

Grand Prix is to return to the 
Formula One world championship 
schedule in 2027 after a six-year 
absence, the sport’s organisers 
confirmed yesterday.

F1 has agreed a two-year 
deal with the Portuguese 
government and local promoters 
to host the race at the Autodromo 
Internacional do Algarve in 
Portimao, a scenic but demanding 
circuit in the country’s southern 
Algarve region.

The venue previously staged 
grands prix in 2020 and 2021, 
added during the COVID-19 
pandemic to fill gaps left by travel 
restrictions. Both races were won 
by seven-time world champion 
Lewis Hamilton, including his 
record-breaking 92nd career 
victory in 2020.

The return comes as part of 
F1’s broader effort to refresh its 
largely full calendar of 24 races, 
with the Dutch Grand Prix at 
Zandvoort set to drop off after 
2026, freeing a spot for Portimao.

F1 chief executive Stefano 
Domenicali welcomed the 
addition, saying in a statement 
that the circuit’s undulating layout 
provided “on-track excitement 
from the first corner to the 
checkered flag” and reflected “the 
highest” demand the sport has 
ever seen from potential hosts.

Portuguese officials posi-
tioned the return as a boost for 
local tourism and regional devel-
opment, with Economy Minister 
Manuel Castro Almeida saying 
the event would generate oppor-
tunities across sectors including 
hospitality and services.

F1 first raced in Portugal in 
1958 on a street circuit in Porto and 
later in Estoril, where Brazilian 
great Ayrton Senna scored his 
first grand prix victory in 1985. 
After Estoril fell off the calendar 
in 1996, Portimao brought F1 
back to Portugal briefly during the 
pandemic.            – Xinhua

Men’s ATP tennis to 
apply extreme heat rule 
from 2026

Tennis
HONG KONG – The ATP 

men’s tennis tour will introduce 
an extreme heat policy from 
2026 after criticism from players 
who sweltered through some 
tournaments this year.

The move brings the ATP into 
line with the women’s WTA tour, 
which has a long-standing policy, 
and sports such as Formula One 
which has its own measures to 
protect drivers.

In October, Danish tennis star 
Holger Rune called temperatures 
of more than 30C and humidity 
soaring past 80 percent at the 
Shanghai Masters “brutal”.

“Do you want a player to 
die on court?” Rune was heard 
to ask as he wilted in the fierce 
conditions.

The ATP has now acted, saying 
on Monday it was “strengthening 
protections for players competing 
in extreme conditions”.

The new rules are based on 
the Wet Bulb Globe Temperature 
(WBGT), which measures air 
temperature, humidity, wind 
speed and other factors to estimate 
heat stress.

Under the measures, a player 
can request a 10-minute cooling 
break in best-of-three singles 
matches if the WBGT reaches 
30.1 degrees or higher during the 
first two sets.

Play will be suspended when 
the WBGT exceeds 32.2 degrees.

“The new heat rule provides 
a structured, medically supported 
approach to managing extreme heat, 
with the objective of safeguarding 
player health,” the ATP said.

It added it will “also improve 
conditions for spectators, officials, 
ball persons and tournament staff”.

The rules do not apply to the 
four Grand Slams, which have 
their own policies.

Previously, decisions over 
weather conditions, including 
heat, were down to the on-site 
ATP supervisor in coordination 
with medical teams and local 
organisers.

The planet is on track to log 
its second hottest year on record 
in 2025, Europe’s global warming 
monitor said last week.      – AFP

Djokovic to warm up 
for Australian Open in 
Adelaide

Tennis
ADELAIDE – Serbian great 

Novak Djokovic will play the 
Adelaide International as he kicks 
off his bid for an 11th Australian 
Open title and an elusive 25th 
Grand Slam crown, officials said 
yesterday.

The 38-year-old world number 
four has competed at Adelaide 
twice before, winning both times 
in 2007 and 2023.

He will be back in the city 
for the ATP-WTA tournament 
from January 12-17 ahead of the 
opening Grand Slam of the year 
at Melbourne Park which begins 
on January 18.

Djokovic won his last major 
in 2023 and has cut down on tour 
appearances since, but still lifted 
titles this year in Geneva and 
Athens.

Other Adelaide entrants include 
Jack Draper, Joao Fonseca, Tommy 
Paul and Stefanos Tsitsipas.

Defending Australian Open 
champion Madison Keys 
spearheads the women’s field 
alongside fellow top 10 players 
Jessica Pegula, Mirra Andreeva 
and Ekaterina Alexandrova.

“The 2026 edition of the 
Adelaide International will 
showcase the tournament’s 
continued growth and prestige on 
the global tennis calendar as it 
attracts world-class calibre from 
both the WTA and ATP tours,” said 
tournament director Alicia Molik.

– AFP

ADELAIDE – 
Police armed with rifles 
will be part of a beefed-
up security presence at 
the third Test between 

Australia and England at Adelaide 
Oval after the Bondi Beach shooting 
attacks, officials said, while flags 
will be flown at half-mast.

South Australia state Premier 
Peter Malinauskas said extra 
measures would be in place for 
the Ashes clash that starts today, 
although there was no intelligence 
pointing to an elevated threat level.

“Given the events that have 
occurred in Sydney, there will be 
additional protocols put in place 
at Adelaide Oval,” he said late 
Monday.

“This is done only as a 
precautionary measure, but it 
is appropriate that we are in an 
increasing sense of alertness just at 
the moment.”

An attack by a father and son 
on a Jewish celebration at Sydney’s 

Bondi Beach on Sunday killed 15 
people with dozens injured.

One of the assailants was killed, 
while the other is in a critical 
condition in hospital.

South Australia Police Commis-
sioner Grant Stevens said special 
security-response police, armed with 
rifles, would be present in and around 
the Adelaide Oval during the Test.

“There’s a balance between 
the concern about police officers 
carrying rifles in and about the 
community, balanced with the 
need for us to be able to effectively 
respond to an event, should an 
event occur and these officers 
are specifically trained for that 
purpose,” he said.

“There’s no intelligence at this 
time to indicate that there are any 
increased levels of threat or security 
risks around the cricket or any other 
community event,” he said.

Cricket Australia and the 
England and Wales Cricket Board 
released a joint statement to pay 

tribute to the Bondi Beach victims, 
saying they were “horrified”.

“All of our thoughts are with the 
victims, their friends and families, 
the Jewish community and the 
people of Australia at this deeply 
distressing time,” they said.

“Our condolences go out to all 
those affected.”

There will be a moment of 
silence observed before the Test and 
players from both sides will wear 
black armbands.

“While sport can seem 
insignificant at times like this, we 
have the unusual opportunity to 
bring millions of people together 
to pay tribute, to console and to 
contemplate what we want our 
nation to be,” said Cricket Australia 
chief Todd Greenberg.

“We will continue to look at 
ways cricket can support and honour 
those who have been affected by the 
Bondi shootings and thank those 
who provided assistance during and 
since this tragedy.”      – AFP

Sport in brief

Thai eSports player expelled from 
SEA Games for cheating

Security beefed up for Ashes 
Adelaide Test after Bondi shooting

Vietnam’s team (left) competes in the gold medal match of the women’s 500kg tug of war event against Thailand during the 33rd 
Southeast Asian Games (SEA Games) at the Central Westgate mall in Bangkok yesterday. Thailand won the match 2-1.         – AFP
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Clara Lalanne
LONDON – Does the latest 

track by your favourite singer sound 
slightly off? You may be right. 
Fraudulent AI-generated tracks are 
increasingly appearing in artists’ 
own profiles on streaming platforms, 
presented as their original work.

British folk musician Emily 
Portman got a shock in July when 
she received a message from a 
fan congratulating her on her new 
album – even though she hadn’t 
released one since 2022.

That’s when she discovered 
“Orca” on numerous streaming 
platforms including Spotify and 
Apple Music.

The titles of the songs 
resembled something she might 
have created herself, but “very 
quickly I recognised it was AI-
produced music”, she said.

According to the independent 
artist, the AI behind “Orca” was 
“trained” on her previous albums, 
mimicking her folk-inspired 
instrumentation and lyrics.

“I just felt really uncomfortable 
and disturbed that people could be 
going to my profile ... and then think 
‘wow, what’s this?’,” she said.

Portman said people were fooled 
despite the “pristine perfection” of 
the vocals and “vacuous lyrics”.

The musician couldn’t identify 
the perpetrators of the fraud, but 
believes she knows how they operate.

Scammers claiming to be artists 
approach distribution companies, 
which then upload the music 
online without any identity checks, 
she said.

‘Easiest scam in the world’
On the other side of the world, 

Australian musician Paul Bender also 
discovered from early this year that 
four “bizarrely bad” AI-generated 
songs had been added to the profiles 
of his band, The Sweet Enoughs.

He said the streaming industry 
hadn’t kept pace with security mea-
sures such as two-factor authentica-
tion now widely used in other sectors.

“You just say: ‘Yes that’s me’ 
... and upload a song to whoever’s 
profile,” he said.

“It’s the easiest scam in the 
world.”

After an Instagram discussion, 
Bender, who is also the bassist for 

the Grammy-nominated band Hiatus 
Kaiyote, received hundreds of mes-
sages from artists and music fans.

He compiled a list of numerous 
suspect albums, particularly in 
the catalogues of deceased artists, 
such as the experimental Scottish 
musician Sophie, who died in 2021.

Around 24,000 people signed 
a petition Bender launched on 
change.org, including rapper and 
singer-songwriter Anderson .Paak 
and singer Willow Smith, urging 
platforms to step up security.

Virtually undetectable
AI-powered music generators 

such as Suno and Udio have 
become increasingly refined.

Almost all listeners are now 
unable to distinguish AI-generated 
tracks from the real thing, according 
to an Ipsos study for the French 
platform Deezer in November.

This has driven success for 
bands solely created by AI, such 
as The Velvet Sundown, which has 
garnered one million subscribers 
on Spotify, but also led to a rise in 
fraudulent activity.

“The reason that music was 
uploaded under her [Portman’s] 
name was essentially to make sure 
that they could gain royalties from 
[it],” said Dougie Brown of the 
industry representative UK Music.

Revenues on the platforms are 
generally low, but add up thanks to 
bots that multiply listening streams 
tenfold, he said.

Portman and Bender, who have 
not taken legal action, asked the 

various platforms to remove the 
offending tracks – a process that 
took between 24 hours and eight 
weeks.

Some countries and states 
have legislation to protect artists 
against imitation, particularly in 
California.

In others, including the United 
Kingdom, limited copyright leaves 
artists vulnerable, said Philip 
Morris of the Musicians’ Union.

He said Portman’s case showed 
how AI-generated music was now 
so sophisticated it could actually be 
used “to impersonate the original 
work of a real artist”.

Accused of a lack of transpar-
ency, Spotify recently announced 
measures to make the platform 
more reliable and transparent.

Like its competitor Apple 
Music, it says it is working 
upstream with distributors to better 
detect fraud.

“Across the music industry, AI 
is accelerating existing problems 
like spam, fraud, and deceptive 
content,” it said.

Despite her concerns about 
potential UK legislation that artists 
say will damage their interests, and 
fraudsters making a mockery of the 
“beauty of the creative process”, 
Portman is working on a new 
album.

“The album that I’m making, 
it’s costing a lot of money ... but 
for me it’s all about those human 
connections, creativity and teaming 
up with other amazing creatives,” 
she said.      – AFP

‘Easiest scam in the world’: Musicians 
sound alarm over AI impersonators

British folk musician Emily Portman, who found a counterfeit potentially AI-
generated album purporting to be created by her online, poses in Sheffield, 
northern England, last month.              – AFP

Thomas Urbain
NEW YORK – Three years after 

ChatGPT made OpenAI the leader 
in artificial intelligence (AI) and a 
household name, rivals have closed 
the gap and some investors are 
wondering if the sensation has the 
wherewithal to stay dominant.

Investor Michael Burry, made 
famous in the film “The Big Short,” 
recently likened OpenAI to Netscape, 
which ruled the web browser market 
in the mid-1990s only to lose to 
Microsoft’s Internet Explorer.

“OpenAI is the next Netscape, 
doomed and haemorrhaging cash,” 
Burry said recently in a post on X, 
formerly Twitter.

Researcher Gary Marcus, 
known for being skeptical of AI 
hype, sees OpenAI as having lost 
the lead it captured with the launch 
of ChatGPT in November 2022.

The startup is “burning billions 
of [US] dollars a month,” Marcus 
said of OpenAI.

“Given how long the writing has 
been on the wall, I can only shake 
my head” as it falls.

Yet ChatGPT was a tech launch 
like no other, breaking all consumer 
product growth records and now 
boasting more than 800 million 
– paid subscription and unpaid – 
weekly users.

OpenAI’s valuation has soared 
to US$500 billion in funding rounds, 
higher than any other private company.

But the ChatGPT maker will 
end this year with a loss of several 
billion dollars and does not expect 
to be profitable before 2029, an 
eternity in the fast-moving and 
uncertain world of AI.

Nonetheless, the startup has 
committed to paying more than 
US$1.4 trillion to computer chip 
makers and data centre builders to 
build infrastructure it needs for AI.

The fierce cash burn is raising 
questions, especially since Google 
claims some 650 million people use 
its Gemini AI monthly and the tech 
giant has massive online ad revenue 
to back its spending on technology.

Rivals Amazon, Meta and 
OpenAI-investor Microsoft have 
deep pockets the ChatGPT-maker 
cannot match.

Turbulence ahead?
A charismatic salesman, OpenAI 

chief executive Sam Altman flashed 
rare annoyance when asked about 
the startup’s multi-trillion-US-

dollar contracts in early November.
A few days later, he warned 

internally that the startup is likely 
to face a “turbulent environment” 
and an “unfavourable economic 
climate,” particularly given 
competitive pressure from Google.

And when Google released its 
latest model to positive reactions, 
Altman issued a “red alert,” urging 
OpenAI teams to give ChatGPT 
their best efforts.

OpenAI unveiled its latest 
ChatGPT model last week, that 
same day announcing Disney would 
invest in the startup and license 
characters for use in the bot and 
Sora video-generating tool.

OpenAI’s challenge is inspiring 
the confidence that the large sums 
of money it is investing will pay off, 
according to Foundation Capital 
partner Ashu Garg.

For now OpenAI is raising 
money at lofty valuations while 
returns on those investments are 
questionable, Garg added.

Yet OpenAI still has the faith of the 
world’s deepest-pocketed investors.

“I’m always expecting 
OpenAI’s valuation to come down 
because competition is coming and 
its capital structure is so obviously 
inappropriate,” said Pluris Valuation 
Advisors president Espen Robak.

“But it only seems to be going up.”
Opinions are mixed on whether 

the situation will result in OpenAI 
postponing becoming a publicly 
traded company or instead make its 
way faster to Wall Street to cash in 
on the AI euphoria.

Few AI industry analysts expect 
OpenAI to implode completely, 
since there is room in the market for 
several models to thrive.

“At the end of the day, it’s not 
winner take all,” said CFRA* 
analyst Angelo Zino.

“All of these companies will 
take a piece of the pie, and the pie 
continues to get bigger,” he said of 
AI industry frontrunners.

Also factored in is that while 
OpenAI has made dizzying financial 
commitments, terms of deals tend to 
be flexible and Microsoft is a major 
backer of the startup.     – AFP

* CFRA (Center for Financial 
Research and Analysis) is an an 
independent investment research 
firm based in New York known for 
providing analysis and insights 
into financial markets, public 
companies, and securities. – Poe

Will OpenAI be the next tech 
giant or next Netscape?

US actress Sydney Sweeney 
takes selfies with fans as she 
attends the LA premiere of 
Lionsgate’s “The Housemaid” 
at the TCL Chinese Theatre 
in Los Angeles on Monday. 
“The Housemaid” is a US 
psychological thriller, based 
on the 2022 novel of the same 
name by Freida McFadden. 
It stars Sweeney as a young 
woman with a troubled past 
who becomes the live-in 
housemaid for a wealthy 
family. Their seemingly 
perfect life unravels when she 
discovers their household 
hides dark secrets.        – AFP 
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1. Red, red hue!
A tourist enjoys maple leaves at Zhongshan 
Botanical Garden in Nanjing, Jiangsu Province, 
last Sunday.                            – Xinhua

2. Cuddle for Christmas
People interact with a Labubu mascot, a popular 
furry doll from Chinese toy company Pop Mart, 
during the New Year tree lighting ceremony in 
Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, on Monday.           – Xinhua

3. Double use!
The new model electric Nissan Leaf, seen posed 
beside a Christmas tree whose lights are being 
powered by the car, outside the Nissan Plant in 
Sunderland, north-east England, yesterday. – AFP

4. Cold feet
Pigeons sit atop a lamp post after a snow in the 
Manhattan borough of New York City on Sunday. 
                         – AFP5. Nail factory!
People get manicures at a market in Bangkok on 
Monday.        – AFP

6. Too true
Artworks are displayed at the Banksy street 
art exhibition “Disrupted Power”, part of the 
Contemporary Masters collection at the Moco 
Museum in Barcelona, Spain yesterday. The 
exhibition brings together twenty-five works 
including a selection of newly added artworks 
such as Madonna and Child (2024) and Happy 
Choppers (Crude Oil), together with some iconic 
Banksy artwork.         – AFP


